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	1. Chapter 1

_This is my second fic, first outside of a fantasy realm. For the Most part these are just an excuse for me to put pen to paper, so to speak. but any constructive criticism is welcome. Any deconstruction criticism will be laughed at and ignored. _

The ISV Quiet Repose shuddered as she snapped out of the relay corridor in the Shrike Abyssal. The lane of matterless space closed behind it as the small vessel soared way from the Mass Relay, a massive unmanned space-station. The relays were relics left over from the Protheans, an ancient, extinct spacefaring empire. The relays connected the galaxy, allowing ships to travel in hours distances that would take years under their own power, even with FTL capabilities. The Turian captain of the Quiet Repose stared silently from the bridge as she cleared the arms of the relay, two great prongs extending from the spinning rings of the element zero core in the center of the relay. Most salvage ships didn't spend a lot of time in this area of the traverse, for good reason, but Captain Mallus was desperate.

"She's not supposed to do that, Walesh." from standing just behind the pilot's chair, Mallus' Turian dual harmonics filled the room, only just wider than Mallus' outstretched arms. he was told other species found turian voices unnerving sometimes.

"Wouldn't, if proper stabilizers in place, told you we needed them." the Salarian said in short clipped words, absently fiddling with the holographic instruments with one hand and rubbing the two cranial horns protruding from the crown of his head. He may not be the greatest conversationalist, but the amphibian could fly the Quiet Repose in his sleep.

Mallus' retort was interrupted by Zolal, the XO, briefly ducking into the bridge. A old friend from the turian military, Zolal had saved Mallus's life more times than he could count, and she would say the same of him. When Mallus retired and started a salvage operation, she followed.

"Is she supposed to do that?" she asked, bony mandibles running off her jaw fluttered.

"of course not." Walsh said, " but don't worry, will likely not harm ship or crew. Simply anterior buffer panel missing." his words were quick and clipped, as if he didn't have time for full sentences.

Mallus' facial plates drew down "she better not crash! She crashes, you crashed her!" he pointed an accusatory talon at the salarian, the other two digits curled into a fist.

"we crashing again?" the low rumble came from outside the bridge, it sounded not unlike what a boulder would had it suddenly gained sentience. A massive shape squeezed itself into the bridge, trying to use more space than remained after Zolal entered. Janeth was a Krogan, a species known for being very good as making hostiles unhostile. Standing at well over 7 feet, and weighing what Mallus guessed was nearly eight hundred pounds, the ship's combat specialist was hard to ignore, especially in a space as small as the bridge.

Unintelligible grumbling was his answer.

"What was that boss?" Janeth said, swinging his wide, wedge shaped head and taking a step back into the doorway.

"I said if you don't let me breath i'm going to remove four of something from you. I'll let you decide if it your lungs or your…lets just say you'll have to pick between breathing or pleasurable company."

The Krogan laughed and thumped the turian captain's shoulder with a huge three fingered hand, and would have toppled him if there were room to fall. "Ha! Thats why I like you Mallus, you've got a quad." Janeth's grin was wider than Mallus' entire head. Janeth turned to leave "alright Mal, yell if we find anything to shoot. I'll be cleaning Vela." Janeth's heavy footsteps receded but didn't fade completely, he was too big and the ship far too small for the Krogan to walk around without someone noticing.

Mallus turned back to the pilot, "anything on the sensors?" he asked quietly. This was a high risk location to salvage, and Mallus wanted to get in and out as soon as possible. He was hoping the small size of the Repose would make pirates pass her over as not valuable enough. If they were lucky.

"Nothing substantial, suggest moving on to non-relay systems. less explored. Likely to find something others did n-" he cut off, something caught his attention. He shuffled through the multitude of holographic screens, swiping away the ones he did not need that the time with his omni-tool.

"You find something Wally?"

"asked you not to call me that. Have proper name, please use it" Walesh spoke without looking away from his screens, not really paying attention to what the captain had said. "Found something on radio detectors, unsure what. Could be nothing." Wally flicked his wrist and a sound played into the cockpit, garbled beyond recognition, it just sounded like background radiation to Mallus but he nodded to the Salarian, if it intrigued Wally, it was probably worth checking out. "take us closer and get a ladar ping, lets get a better look." Walesh bobbed his head, already putting the Repose on an intercept course.

Walsh's 'something' turned out to quite something indeed. "Wa-lesh" Mallus said slowly, looking at the real time ladar hologram projected into the bridge. "What exactly are we looking at?"

It looked like a ship, derelict and abandoned, Mallus could see the main thrusters. Who would just leave a ship this big? Mallus watched as it spun, drifting slowly through space, an insignia on the hull drifted into view from the shadows. It looked like a human bird, an eglel or something, wings spread and a broad ribbon clutched in it's talons. "U.N.S.C." he mumbled under his breath, pronouncing each letter individually as it was illuminated by the system's star, Xe Cha. "is this was that signal was coming from?" He asked the pilot.

"Indeed, can't tell what they're saying. Might be important."

The opposite swung into view and he gasped. Mallus knew what the signal was for. It had been cut, cleanly in two. Mallus could see the individual decks like the cross section in a book. What could do that to a ship? Looks a bit like some of the salvage from that Geth attack on the Citadel, but not quite. The battle of the Citadel's salvage had been sheared like this, as though a giant knife sliced through it. But those had been cut roughly, the exposed decks had looked like melted candle wax. This was damn near surgical.

It was a big ship, certainly military. this was only a piece and it was bigger than any frigate. Whole it had to be the size of a Cruiser at least. That meant it belonged to somebody, somebody who would come looking for it soon if it stop reporting in. Which it clearly has

"Captain? Will we board?" Walsh's quick words pulled Mallus out of his reverie.

"No, something this big has got to belong to someone, and I mean to be far away when they come looking for it." Mallus turned to leave, but Walesh piped up

"What about survivors? Could stay to help"

"Any survivors can wait until their own people come for them. How long can something like that go unnoticed by whoever owns it? they'll be fine." Mallus said. They were barely keeping their own heads above water, Mallus didn't have the luxury of getting his crew caught up in someone else's problems. "We'll check the other systems, you had it right from the start Walesh." he said, stepping out of the bridge. "call me if you find anything."

Inside his quarters, Mallus lay stretched out on his bed, bared to the waist. Head propped up on a specifically designed turian pillow, made to compensate for the metallic turian carapace. The turian homeworld, Palaven, had a weakened magnetosphere, which let in more solar radiation than most other worlds with life on them. Because of this all life on Palaven developed a metallic carapace functioning as natural radiation shielding, which resulted in an almost cylindrical torso with a wide brim at the top that the neck protruded from. The pillow was made to reach up and cradle the back of a turian neck without getting in the way of the sharp fringe that protruded off the back from the crown of the head, ending in three sharp, bony spikes.

Mallus stared at the roof of his cabin, the same size as the rest of the crew's, there wasn't enough room - or credits - for a lavish captain's quarters. UNSC...UNSC. Mallus sounded the initialism out in his mind. He had never heard of it before. They obviously had serious financial backing, ships that size are not cheap. It had been several years since Mallus had last been to the Citadel, even so, he thought he'd remember anyone capable of building something like that. Mallus pulled himself up, discarding the pillow so his back could rest upon the cool bulkhead. Mallus searched through the tangle of blankets for his datapad, an omni-tool was more useful, but more expensive, so only Zo and Kalia, The Repose's tech expert and engineer respectfully, got one. The datapad's orange holo-screen glow dull in his hands as Mallus tapped his newest inquiry into an extranet search engine. The first page of the inquiry show seventeen of thirtyeight and a half billion results, The most accurate of which being an article about a human man named Ulises Nathaniel Steven Corleone, and unless his vid rewinder idea is really taking off, the desiccated remains of that ship are not his.

"Captain, we've got something, looks like a Bloodpack wreck, an old one." Walesh's clipped tones came over the intercom.

Perfect. The Bloodpack mercenary group, made up almost entirely of krogan and vorcha, wasn't big on safety protocols, and often used ships without beacons or in disrepair. There was usually a lot of salvage. "Good, check for a tag. If it's clean send Zo over to claim it." Salvage crews used software and hardware tags to claim a find, they were designed to be impossible to remove, and most salvage stations wouldn't buy if your tags didn't match. Mallus never wanted to find himself so desperate that he was found breathing in a station that didn't check the tags.

Mallus quickly threw on the undergear for his hardsuit. They might be walking on the raggedy edge, but Captain Mal intended to make sure they kept sure footing.


	2. Chapter 2

Captain Mallus Raneldus sulked in his quarters. The blood pack wreck had been a bust, nothing on it but scrap and corpses. He looked over to his desk, littered with reports on hull damage, fuel consumption, and something about the forward buffer panel from Kalia, half a dozen more were scattered on the floor - Janeth requesting his pay be counted by the kill.

The intercom crackled to life. "Captain, please come to bridge. Found something, could be important." Walesh's clipped tones sounded even less organic and fluid after the electronic tinge of the com.

"On my way," Mallus said, tiredly standing and climbing the ladder out.

The hallway to the bridge was floored with a metal grate, it rattled metallically as Mallus approached the bridge. A soft female voice drifted out.

"Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is UNSC FFG-201 Forward Unto Dawn, requesting immediate evac. Survivors aboard. Prioritization code: Victor Zero Five dash Three dash Sierra Zero One One Seven."

A shot of static burst from the speakers and the message played again.

"What's that, English?" Mallus asked, ducking through the door.

"Indeed." Walesh nodded. "distress call, coming from wreck in relay system. Old tech, didn't think anybody still used coms not linked to a bouy." Walesh shook his head in disgust.

"You mean that thing hasn't been picked up yet?" Mallus' plates rose in surprise.

The salarian nodded again, "Correct, for this signal to reach us at this distance, signal would need long time to play." He took a deep breath. "Decades."

Mallus stared at the blip on the star map, a blinking red spot the size of his thumb. "So you're telling me," He began. "That a cruiser size ship has been floating derelict out in space for decades, and no one has bothered to even check in on it?"

"Correct."

Mallus thought of the ever-growing mountain of expenses on his desk, and the risk of salvaging a completely abandoned and forgotten ship in a system that sees less action that an Elcor prostitute. "Take us in." He ordered. He tapped his omni tool to activate the com. "Zo? start up a tag. We've got a mark coming up."

"Good one sir?" Zo asked thought the com.

The ship jerked slightly as she came out of FTL. The spinning behemoth slowly rolling into view from behind an asteroid.

"Let's hope," Mallus said.

The away team had gathered in the cargo bay. Zo and Mallus wore their old gear, dull brown hardsuits showing enough wear and scuffs for any two wars while Janeth stood proudly in his own eye wrenching monstrosity, bulky krogan armour in a sickening range of orange and purples.

"Still trying to blind your enemies first Janeth?" Mallus asked dryly.

Janeth rolled his head, loud pops and cracks could be heard across the com. "Heh, I don't know what it's like for turians," he chuckled, "but on Tuchunka, if your mom makes you something, you wear it."

"Uh huh," Mallus said. "Say, Walsh, how're we doing on landing?" He asked the pilot. "I'd to get on board so we can split up. My visor can only handle so much."

"Synchronising rotation now, captain," Walesh said. "Cargo bay opening, would advise caution during transfer, debris around ship is not insignificant."

"Ha! Most things are insignificant compared to me." Janeth guffawed as he stepped through the pale blue atmo shield. The broad doors on the other side sweeping open.

"Spirits…" Zo gasped. Her voice was breathless with awe.

"No, I don't think they did it." Mallus murmured.

The ship was still the same, sliced cleanly down the center. A crosshatch of exposed decks and hallways greeted them, clouds of random debris filling the space between the two ships. Mallus saw clothes, computers, guns…. _If it were Alliance they would have definitely come looking for it. Cerberus too._ Mallus didn't know any other human organizations that could swing this kind of money around. Strangely, it didn't comfort him much knowing that this ship didn't belong to the human government or the human terrorism group. _I'd rather the devil I know…._ "Let's go." He barked. "I don't want to stay any longer than we have to."

The three leapt out the cargo bay doors and soared across the space between the two ships. This close it was impossible to not see just how much larger this strange ship was compared to the Repose.

"Hey, Mallus," Janeth's growling voice burst across the comm.

"Yeah?"

"How many human groups you know could make something like this?"

Mallus almost chuckled at the latent replay of his own thoughts. "None that wouldn't already be here," he said.

"Hmmmm." Janeth scratched the chin of his hardsuit's helmet thoughtfully as he tumbled through space, random human debris bouncing off him erratically.

"Any Idea what we'll find cap?" Zo asked, her's was a much more stable trajectory. She glided as though she flew, brushing aside anything in her path with the backs of her hands.

"I'm thinking a volus bank account worth trillions," Mallus said, batting away some kind of human rifle, It didn't look like any alliance issue he'd ever seen.

"I think you're right," the grin behind Zo impassive visor could be heard clearly. "Alongside an Asari harem and the Lost Banner of the 51st, I suspect."

"Exactly, your predictive powers never cease to amaze."

The Ship was looming close now, its opened decks made neat landing bays for the three visitors. They glided into a hallway, signs written in English jutted out from every doorway. If his translator was working right they were somewhere near the reactor and a cryonics lab. _Cryonics? how long has it been since that was needed on a ship? _The only modern uses of Cryonics was prison containment and nutcases who thought this era wasn't worth living in.

Mallus steadied himself on a bulkhead, orienting himself to the floor. "Activating mag boots." His feet jerked down to seal on the metal deck. Two muted clunks rang through the comm as Zo and Janeth did the same.

"Alright, boys and girls, time to go to work." Mallus pointed at the sign that pointed out the reactor. "Zo you head to their reactor, see if there's anything there that can be salvaged or used for ourselves." His talon shifted to a sign that read 'Mess.' "Janeth, you head to the mess, see what you can find."

The others clunked away, each step sending a faint vibration through the floor until they disappeared except for the blue dot on his tracker.

Mallus immediately deactivated his mag boots, where he was going, he didn't want be slowed down, just in case. _Human prison ship? _Mallus wondered, drifting into a darkened room. He touched his pistol grip on its mag clamp on his thigh. Long, blocky shaped filled the room in rows. Mallus switched on the light in his omni tool. Stark, gunmetal grey floors and walls greeted him in the light, A pedestal with a small interface in the center of the room flickered fitfully with blue light. _Blue, blue is good. Alliance can't seem to make something _not _blue._

Mallus pulled himself closer and activated his omni tool, waving his hand at the pedestal.

Nothing. No interface, no data, the omni tool couldn't even detect there was a computer there at all. _Old tech? before omnitools? _He thought. _This could be one of humanity's first attempts into space, but there was no way they'dve gotten this far, we're on the other side of the Galaxy!_

He shined his light onto one of the dark shapes. They were pods, empty ones. "Thank spirits for small favors," Mallus murmured, inspecting the closest three, all empty. The last thing he wanted to deal with was a ship full of frozen human psychopaths.

Mallus quickly searched the room, moving from pod to pod, flashing his light inside each one. "Empty, empty, empty." He came to the last one, "Em- hello…" The last pod he checked, almost directly in front of the pedestal, was not empty. _Very not empty._ Mallus thought.

It looked like some kind of hard suit, but not like anything modern. Hardsuits nowadays were ceramics and superdense polymers. This thing was metal plates over a fabric undersuit. _Looks like he's wearing hull plating._ Mallus mused. The sound of electronics whirlling into action behind him made Mallus turn, hand snatching up his pistol and bring it to bear on his target.

"Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is UNSC FFG-201 Forward Unto Dawn, requesting immediate evac. Survivors aboard. Prioritization code: Victor Zero Five dash Three dash Sierra Zero One One Seven."

Mallus lowered the weapon.

A small projection of a woman lay on the pedestal, her legs tucked underneath her and her head hung. The projection cast a soft blue glow over the room, interrupted by flashes of darkness as the image flickered. The woman raised her head, tiredly, as if she were waking up.

"Hello?" Mallus said. "VI, Identify yourself."

The woman shook her head, clearing out the absence of thought. Eyes fogged by sloth swung across the room. They latched onto Mallus and sharpened like knives. "Who are you?" She snapped, getting to her feet. A lance of red light crept up her leg.

_VIs can't ignore an order…_ Mallus' pistol raised back up, pointing at the small blue woman. "Identify yourself." He ordered.

The woman said nothing. She just glared at him. The jagged bit of red reached her knee.

"Answer me!" Mallus barked.

The woman's lips curled in a smirk. "You might want to put that down," she said lightly. "He doesn't like guns being pointed at him." The sound of more tech starting up filled the room, more than just the pedestal, a lot more.

"Zo, Janeth, on me. Now!" Mallus shouted into the comm. On his tracker Mallus saw two blue dots jolt into motion. Options swirled through his mind. _She's waking that guy up, and he doesn't look too gentle. _He swung his aim to the sleeping man. "Hard to care about much when you're full of holes." He said flatly. "Now stop what you're doing and identify yourself." He already knew what she was, an AI. True artificial intelligence. That meant she was dangerous.

"You won't kill him," The woman said. A flicker of red light passed over her entire body and the red creeping up her jeg jumped past her hip. "You might piss him off though, so why don't you go ahead and try?" Another smirk on her lips.

Mallus weighed his options again. _That human looks about the size of Janeth. If he wakes up...I don't think I want that to happen._ Mallus' plates lifted, trying to get more air and cool him down. He kicked back away from the pedestal and the pod, switching his aim between the two. The woman was almost entirely bisected by a line of red.

"hmmmm," she cooed. "Yes run away little creature." The electronic whirling was coming to a crecendo, higher and higher to its peak…

It all shut down.

"What?!" The woman cried, looking around in shock. "No!" The woman's colour shifted wildly, red to blue, then varying shades of purple. Finally, with a shriek she disappeared, flicking out of visibility like a light swtiched off.

Mallus flicked his eyes from side to side in the renewed darkness. "Oookaaaaay," he said.

The warm blue glow returned, this time without any hint of red. The woman fizzeled back into existance, she looked tired, defeated.

"Big man's not coming then?" Mallus asked.

The woman shook her head.

Mallus relaxed. He sauntered over to the pedestal, his gun held loosely by his side. "Alright them," he said, pressing the barrel to the interface. "So why don't you start from the top, and go reeeal slow."

Zo and Janeth burst into the cyonics room weapons raised. Zo swept the room with a vindicator assault rifle and Janeth jabbed the barrel of his claymore shotgun at anything vaguely target shaped.

Mallus looked over his shoulder from his seat on one of the pods. His thick, three toed feet floated a half foot off the deck. "Hey guys, welcome to the party." he waved jovially then jerked his hands down to pull himself back down onto the pod.

Zo and Janeth relaxed hesitantly, eyeing the small blue woman warily. "On the comm you sounded like you were in trouble." Zo said.

Mallus shrugged. " I thought I was."

"And you didn't tell us before now because…?"

"And miss the two of you bravely bursting in to save the poor distressed captain? I don't think so," Mallus scoffed. "Anyway, quick debrief. This Cornea-"

"Cortana," the woman corrected.

"-Thats what I said- Now she and Mister Chef here-

"-Master Chief." Cortana sighed.

"-yeah- They're soldiers in a human military group called the UNSC." Mallus tapped the pod he was sitting on with the tip on a talon.

Zo waited for more. "...And?"

Mallus shrugged again. "And that's all they've told me."

"Thats it?" Zo asked, her brow-plates raising.

"Told you it was quick." Mallus muttered.

"You said there was a Chief here." Janeth rested his weapon in the crook of his elbow. "Where?"

Mallus tapped the pod again. "He's a Chiefscicle at the moment. Little Blue here tried to wake him up on me but the power cut before she could finish." Janeth clomped over and peeked in the cryo pod.

"Hm." He grunted approvingly. "Big Human."

"Quite." Cortana said dryly. She turned to the Captain. "Have you decided what to do with us?" She asked.

Mallus scratched the chin of his helmet. "Not much information to make a decision on. Sure you won't tell us more?" The hologram shook her head. Mallus sighed. "Way I see it. You two are liars. Odd ones, as liars tend to try and tell believable tales. I've never heard of a UNSC, the only human government in this galaxy is the Alliance, and if you aint them then I can only assume you're a danger to me and my crew." Mallus crossed his arms. _Lets see how she reacts. _After the attack on the citadel, AI's were even less trust than before. _After the red went away she seemed to be reasonable. _Mallus thought. _Just what we need, a bipolar insane AI running around. _

Cortana was still for a moment. Her eyes were distant and her expression went slack. Mallus and Zo shared looks.

Cortana's eyes snapped back into focus. "Captain, from the looks of your historical records, I would say anyone who even knows Chief and myself exist is very far away." Cortana said softly. "Unless an _impressively_ elaborate practical joke is being play on me. " Her glowing blue eyes drilled into his through his visor. "I would say that we are from a different universe entirely."

Mallus stared at the blue woman blankly. "Zo?" He asked. "You're smart. Explain."

"Many Worlds theory sir." Zo said immediately. "Every choice leads to a new universe being born with an infinite amount of variability."

"Something like that." Cortana agreed.

Mallus thought for a moment then frowned. "Wait, how did you look at historical records?"

"I accessed them through the extranet connection from your ship," Cortana said. "Your society has quite an elaborate technological infrastructure."

"When I tried to scan you before I couldn't even get a read." Mallus activated his omnitool again and scanned the blue woman. "Nothing." He said, turning to show Zo and Janeth the results.

"It seems unlikely that completely alien computing strategies can interact…" Zo murmured.

Mallus narrowed his eyes. "Then how did you-"

"-I was designed to interact with alien systems." Cortana finished for him.

"Is that so?" Zo's brow plates shifted upwards skeptically. She opened a private channel between herself and Mallus. "Sir I don't trust them." She said flatly. "This Many Worlds theory is barely even a theory by scientific standards. They're probably on the run and taking them in would put us all in danger." She took a step closer. "They could be Alliance escapees, or Cerberus experiments. Neither of which we want walking our ship." Her voice was layered with disapproval and significance.

"I'm not the kind to put my own crew in danger…" Mallus considered. Zo relaxed

"Thank you sir," Zo said gratefully.

"I'm also not the kind to leave a stranded soul at the mercy of an unknown AI." Mallus heard his first mate draw a breath to counter, then a click as her teeth snapped shut. "Alright." Mallus opened the private channel to include Janeth. "Heres the plan."

Cortana watched as the three aliens conversed among themselve. She wished she could hear them, but she hadn't quite gotten a handle on navigating their strange systems yet. She had only just been able to get through to their extranet and rummage through some public histories directories, even that had put a strain on her remaining power supply.

The three spoke. The higher voiced one, female, cortana assumed, kept shooting her indecipherable looks. The big one listened silently, nodding and occasionally counting something off on his fingers. The captain shared a look between his crew, a 'got it?' look if she'd ever seen one.

"Alright." The Captain said easily. "Welcome aboard the ISV Quiet Repose, Little Blue."

The work to get Chief onto the alien ship was quick. It appeared these aliens were used to removing heavy, unwieldy objects from ships quickly. The female returned to the ship while the cryo pod was released from it cradle and set to drift in microgravity, the largest one- Janeth- Cortana thought its name was, began to push it out of the lab. The captain knelt before her podium

"Now can you transfer yourself to the ship?" He asked, his visor level with her face. "Or do you have hardware I need to take with us?"

Cortana dropped onto her belly and reached down to point at a small slot in the interface. "A holo chip here. Normally I would be slotted into Chief's armour but now you'll have to just carry me." She looked up and arched an eyebrow. "Unless you'd like to volunteer," she said dryly.

"Tempting offer," the captain deadpanned. Zo returned, clomping back in the door with a box in her three fingered hands.

"Got it sir." She handed the captain the box.

"Good." He looked to Cortana. "Nightie night, Little Blue." He popped the holochip out of the slot and dropped it into the box.

Cortana only had time for a panicked "What?!" Before the lid was snapped shut and her entire universe went dark.

Zo looked at her Captain, the blackbox in his hands. "We could have just left her, sir."

Mallus' talons shook as they squeezed the box. "And miss out on the payday? Just think what the Alliance would pay for an alien AI?" He said with forced easiness. "Janeth," he barked into the comm. "How's our Chiefscicle?"

"Just drifting in the airlock now Mallus." Janeth rumbled.

"Good, once you're inside get him to the doc and we'll see about thawing it out." He glanced at the box in his hands. "Get a look at the other side of this coin."

"Got it."

Mallus stood and drifted out the door, Zo deactivated her magboots and followed.

"Sir, what are you going to do with it?" Zo nodded to the box. They drifted out the lab doors and spun to soar up the hallway.

Mallus shook the box. "Its in the box." He said with a tone asked, 'what more do you want?' The pair paused at the mouth of the severed ship, they carefully aimed for the Reposes cargo bay doors and leapt away from the derelict.

"Sir, it could be dangerous," Zo urged. looking over at the black cube in his hands.

"Hence the box" The chip rattled audibly when he shook it again. "Look, we won't know anything until we talk to the popsicle. After that we'll make another plan"

Mallus and Zo caught themselves in the cargo bay and jerked to a halt. "We're all in Walesh, seal the doors." Mallus called to the bridge.

"Understood. Course?" Walesh asked.

"Negative, we're staying put for the time being." Mallus walked through the atmo shield, balancing the blackbox on his hip to release his helmet with one hand. He took a deep breath of fresh air. "Here." He tossed the blackbox to Zo. "Put this in the vault and come find me in the infirmary." He chuckled as Zo fumbled with the box and her own helmet.

Mallus walked out the Cargo bay to the infirmary, as he drew closer animated voices came into earshot.

"… and I'm telling you I can't do anything!" An exasperated human voice insisted.

"I'm fine with that," Janeth's krogan rumble was filled with indifference. "I was told to bring it to you, so I did." Mallus could almost hear the wide grin split the krogan's face. "Now it's just fun to watch you sputter" Janeth chuckled richly.

"Now now," Mallus said, sweeping into the room. "You don't want to be too hard oh him do you? think about the next time you're on his table."

Janeth's chuckle became a full throated laugh. "Ha! as if I'd ever be on his table." He left, still chuckling.

Mallus turned to the human. "So doc, what do we have?"

Simon Tay looked at him blankly, then to the massive cryopod taking up the vast majority of the infirmary's floorspace. "Well, in my medical opinion, he's frozen." He said.

"I know that." Mallus said carefully. "What else can you tell me?"

"Nothing!" Simon threw up his hands exasperatedly. "Cryonics hasn't been used in the medical field in decades! How the hell am I supposed to know what to do?"

"First thing I'd do is get some power to it," a small voice said from the door.

Mallus and simon turned.

Kalia L'faya stood at the entrance of the infirmary, her hands clasped together and wearing a set of overalls stained with...something. "See the thing likely needs power to function. I heard on the comm that the blue lady already tried to wake him up on you but the juice dried up before he finished. Right?" The young asari woman bounced gently on her toes, Her eyes took in the new technology gleefully. She pointed to a socket at the base. "Mayhap that's the powerport. let me see if I can work something together so we can see our new friend."

Mallus almost mentioned that this might not be a 'new friend', but an insane human war criminal, a failed experiment left to rot, or any number of other horrible things; but before he could get a word out Kalia had dashed away. Her excitement at getting to work on something new very nearly making her vibrate.

Mallus looked at the human doctor. "Gee, thanks for all the help doc."

"Talk to me again once he wakes up." SImon said sourly. "_If_ he wakes up. He's probably already dead."

Kalia returned to the infirmary with a flashlight and a molding kit. Her blue skin shone with excitement. "I'm sure Janeth can do with one less replica of his own guns," she giggled. She knelt at the base and set to work.

"First we take a mold of the port." she spoke absently as she worked. "Then once we have the proper shape we can fab something that should be close enough using anything and everything conductive." She held up a lump of nanoclay shaped like the inside of the port, grinning widely. "Won't be a minute!" She dashed out the door. Presumably heading to the fabricator in engineering.

Nearly an hour later she returned, Mallus was reading a extranet article on his omnitool , sitting on the couch just outside the infirmary, and Simon bustled around the infirmary arranging and organising while absently avoiding the pod. "Got it!" She held up a plug triumphantly. She hurried inside and slotted it into the socket in the pod. Mallus peered over her shoulder.

"Think it'll work?" He asked.

"Might do." Kalia shrugged, "If I used the right materials." She looked up back over her shoulder. "Only one way to find out." once again she dashed out. This time she truly was only minutes gone; she hauled a cable thicker than her wrist over her shoulder. "Hardline to the main reactor." She dropped it down with an alarmingly loud sound and fixed the newly made head to the cable. "I hope this doesn't explode." She murmured before jabbing the head into the slot.

"Explode?! Wait-" Mallus scrunched up his face as the head clicked in as smooth as if it was made for it. Which of course it had been

The pod's interior lit up and a shrill whine began to fill the infirmary. It was growing, building up, higher and higher. Mallus relaxed, opening one eye carefully.

"Kalia, Doc, get behind me." Mallus' hand dropped to his pistol grip, he was grateful he hadn't changed out of his hardsuit.

The whine built to a crescendo, then a dull hiss, like a long held breath being gratefully released, filled the room.

The pod's door swung open.

A hand slowly groped for the edge, a hand covered in green armoured plates. The hand gripped the edge and hauled the rest of the human out. Mallus gasped, it was truly huge, standing as tall as Janeth. A broad gold visor stared into the three gathered before it. It dropped to the deck with a clang. _Spirits! How much does it weigh?_ Mallus thought, Janeth wasn't even that loud. The visor swung side to side.

"Where is she?" He asked. The voice was definitely male, or a krogan female. Mallus' voice was lost. He'd fought in a dozen conflicts, and more than a few wars, but he'd never seen anything like this human before.

"I-its alright." Mallus said. "The AI is gone for now. We just want to talk." He'd expected a groggy and confused reaction, but this guy was rock solid, completely in control.

The gold visor glared at him. "Get her," he said. "Now." One of his hands still rested on the side of the pod.

"Hold on," Mallus said. "We just want to make sure that you're-"

The armoured giant snapped a rifle up so quickly Mallus didn't have time to _think_ about raising his pistol. _Spirits!_ The man didn't raise his voice, but his voice carried comfortable power behind it. Mallus had been in enough fights to know when they should be carefully extended his arms, keeping his talons spread. "Alright. Let's get her." Mallus keyed the intercom, slowly. "Zo, bring the Blackbox to the infirmary." Mallus carefully dropped his hand back to his side, making sure to keep them spread and non-threatening. Mallus would expect someone in this position to be jumpy, scared. _But this guy is calm as anything._ That complete calmness unnerved him more than anything.

Zo entered the Infirmary, unarmoured and blackbox in hand. When she saw the armed man inside she backed away with a shout. diving for cover and pulling a small pistol from a mag-clamp attached to her leg.

"Stand down!" Mallus barked. "Just give him the box." He said reassuringly, gesturing for Zo to give him the box. Zo locked eyes with Mallus for a moment, He nodded and she slid the box along the deck.

Mallus picked up the box and carefully opened it, pulling out the chip he held it between two talons and gently walked up to the giant. With one hand keeping the rifle rock-steady, he plucked the chip from Mallus' hand and slotted in the back of his head.

For a moment nothing happened. The giant stood frozen, pointing an odd rifle at them. Mallus could almost feel Zo tensing behind them. _Whats going on inside that helmet?_

The giant nodded but didn't lower his weapon. "Thank you for rescuing us." He said simply.

"Their first impressions leave a little to be desired…" The AI, Cortana's voice issued from the giant's helmet.

"What were you going to do to her?" The giant-_Master Chief I think it was,_ Mallus thought - said.

"AI's are **Illegal **in council space," Zo said. "We were going to turn it over to the authorities." Mallus kept his face neutral. Forgetting the fact that they were far beyond council space and deep in the Terminus systems, Zo knew better than anyone how far Mallus would go to avoid 'The Authorities'.

"That's not going to happen." The giant said flatly.

"Thats fine," Mallus interjected, tensing as the rifle's barrel snapped to him. " Master Chief is it?" The giant didn't respond. "Truth be told, Mister Chief, none of us have an overabundance of care for the powers that be." He said easily. "So how about we take you to the nearest port in this storm and we part ways?"

The gold visor didn't shift a hair. "How can I trust you?"

"I don't know how fancy Little Blue is in that head of yours, but piloting a ship is not the same as a extranet search." Mallus said. "Way I see it, we're the only way you're getting back to dear civilization."

The human didn't respond again. Mallus hoped he was considering.

"...Fine." The rifle lowered, slanted down across his chest.

"Now if you're all done measuring, I believe introductions are in order." Cortana said dryly from Chief's helmet.

The giant propped the rifle against the pod and stepped up to Mallus, hand extended. Mallus took it.

"Master Chief Petty Officer Spartan Sierra-117, UNSC" he said. Mallus tried not to wince, his grip was not gentle.

"Captain Mallus Renaldus, of the ISV Quiet Repose." Mallus said faintly.

"Is there a bunk?" Master Chief asked, scooping up the rifle and holding it easily.

"Yeah, Chiefy, Just down the hall." Mallus gestured with his head.

"Chief is fine." Master Chief said.

"Alright…" Mallus said slowly. "Zo will show you to your quarters." The human didn't move. Mallus cleared his throat "Now if you'll excuse me I have...captainy things to do." He spun on his heel and left at a quick pace. Behind him he heard the sound of the Chief's metal feet clanging accros the floor and down to the guest quarters. "Janeth!" Mallus hissed into the comm. "Where the hell are you?!"

"I'm in my bunk." The krogan rumbled blearily. "What do you want?"

"Get armoured and find me on the lower decks." Mallus ordered. "You're first on guard duty."

"Who're we guarding?" Janeth asked, he sounded more away at the prospect of being allowed to hurt something.

"Us." Mallus said. _What have I gotten us into?_ He thought worriedly.


	3. Chapter 3

Wow... So hello to everybody that followed and thank you to everybody that favorited. I really didn't expect that... Anyway, a couple of announcements before we kick off. I'm sure many of you have noticed that there is a slight firefly reference, I'm going to try to keep them in character as much as I can, but their personalities may change as a result of the story's requirements.

I have never read the Halo novels or the mass effect ones, so I'm getting all my information from the games. This means that a lot of the minutia of the characters is simply made up from my brain. (Also the reason why I didn't know that Spartan names are classified and not just avoided out of respect). So if there's something I miss feel free to bring it to my attention, if I like the change I'll change it. If it causes too much trouble for the story's structure I'll probably ignore it though.

Thanks to all who reviewed and I hope you keep enjoying. If it all works out it'll be a wild ride.

Master Chief stood quietly in the room he'd been given, it was stark, just a bed and a closet. He almost smiled from behind his visor. It suited him.

"Well, at least the decor hasn't changed. Can anyone in any universe make a spaceship that isn't a big grey block of boring?" Cortana asked. He could nearly feel her looking around the room through his helmet visuals.

"Its fine," Chief said. He sat down on the bed carefully.

"For you maybe, I personally appreciate a bit of colour in my life."

Chief laid down on the bed, he was surprised it hadn't collapsed under him, considering he was fully armoured. It had creaked alarmingly but held firm. Must be made for heavy aliens. His eyes flicked to the motion tracker on the lower right of his HUD, a red dot lazily faded in and out of sight. _A guard_, He reasoned. He wasn't surprised, he would have done the same.

"Do you think we can trust them?" Cortana asked in his ear.

Chief was silent for a moment. He stared up at the gunmetal grey ceiling. "I don't think we have a choice."

"What are we going to do? What can we do?" Cortana sounded worried.

Chief sat up again. He was restless, his muscles cried out for exertion from being kept still for so long. "We'll find a way home." He stood up and walked out the door. There had to be something to do on this ship.

The guard that the Captain had posted stood quickly as Chief opened the door, it reached for the shotgun where it lay next to it. Chief tilted his head curiously. _Looks like a grunt and a brute combined._ He thought.

The Alien looked at Chief appraisingly. It didn't have to look down to meet his eyes. "Hmh," he grunted. "You really are big."

Chief eyed the weapon in the alien's hands. He debated returning to his room to retrieve his own. _We need them to trust us,_ he thought. He walked over to and up a set of stairs, back towards the med bay where he'd woken up.

"You sure you want to leave without your weapon, Chief?" Cortana asked worriedly. "They don't seem to be the warm and cuddly kind." Chief kept walking. "Ok." Cortana sounded unsure, but she trusted him. He stopped at the med bay where the only other human he'd seen- Simon, he remembered- watched as the small blue woman secured the cryo pod to a grav-lift of some kind for transportation.

"It's an oddly primitive technology," Simon said, his back turned to the door. "Modern stasis isn't centered around actually freezing tissue, but using mass effect fields to slow relative time of the inside of the pod." He shook his head. "I mean, how do they stay alive? Wouldn't they starve?" The blue woman looked up passed Simon at Chief. "Its almost barbaric!" Simon's tone was at the same time awed and disgusted.

The blue woman giggled, Simon noticed that her eyes were not on him and turned to find where they were looking.

Chief loomed over him, his visor solidly opaque and, he knew from experience, certainly intimidating. Simon's face grew pale, his mouth opened. "Wha- well now- you see-"

Chief took a single step forward.

"I'm sorry!" Simon blurted. "I didn't mean to offend I-"

Chief offered his hand. "Master Chief," He said.

Simon's eyes flicked down to the hand coated in green plates, his mouth was frozen open and sweat slicked his brow.

"I'm Kalia!" The blue woman said brightly, taking his hand with an excited shake. "I'm the ship's engineer, I'm the one that got you up and out of this." She kicked the pod. "now I'm trying to get it out of Simon's way so I can take it apart and see how it all ticks!" Kalia very nearly bounced at the prospect.

"That is UNSC properity." Chief said.

Kalia's face fell. "But-but it's all new and shiny." She mumbled at the deck. "Well, not **shiny**." Her hand drew a streak through the thick layer of dust coating the pod. "But shiny!" Her face was wreathed in a smile as it turned up at him, like a puppy with a new toy.

"I can't allow that," Chief said flatly.

"But Mister!" Kalia said hotly. "What use you got for it?" She put her fists on her hips. "It's nothing but a block now, ain't gonna freeze nothing!" Her eyes seemed to glow a wild blue.

"No."

Kalia opened her mouth again. "-Maybe," Simon interjected, finding his voice again. "We can come to an agreement, yes?" He turned to Chief, holding his hand out. "Dr Simon Tavele, at your service."

Chief took the offered hand and shook, ignoring the pained wince the doctor tried to hide.

"Oh for gods sake," Cortana mumbled in his ear. "We'll think about it." She said through the helmet. "A payment for services rendered, I'm sure Lord Hood could deal with that."

Chief turned to the door. "It's...possible," He said reluctantly though nobody but Cortana could tell. "Where's the captain?" He asked.

"If he's not in the hold, the mess or the bridge he's in his cabin," Simon said. He waved further on past the bay. "Just head that way and if you don't find him keep going." Chief nodded and left.

"You don't think you could have been a **little **nicer to the people who saved our lives?" Cortana asked as they climbed a small set of stairs.

"It is not theirs to have," Chief said.

"We're in a different Universe! I don't think it really matters!"

Chief ducked into the cargo hold, a large room that must take up most of the internal space of the ship itself. He clattered across a catwalk high above the hold's floor, quickly scanning the large room. A red blip on his motion tracker caught his eye. He stopped and the blip faded. He resumed walking across the hold and the blip returned, keeping a steady distance from him.

Chief stopped again, looked back over his shoulder. "I know you're there," He said. He turned around fully and a young woman stepped out from behind a stack of crates. She tilted her head curiously, her long, dark hair obscuring her entire face but for one eye. She took slow, languid steps closer. That eye focused on him, bright brilliant blue and charged with energy.

She was close enough to touch, her head craned up to look at his visor. She trailed a finger up the chest plate of his armour. "It's too pretty." She whispered. "Coffins shouldn't be so pretty and shiny." Her whisper was hoarse and strained. She grimaced as though in pain. "Stone souls locked away in steel shells fighting fire with flames!" Her eyes bored through his visor and met his eyes "It's too many things! A sword and a shield, a home and a tomb. It's shiny and new with an ocean of blood and pain stained into it." her hand snapped back and cradled her head. "Why? Why? Why?" She moaned. "How can it be?" She collapsed to her knees, clutching her head and moaning.

Chief knelt to look into the woman's face, She stared wide-eyed into the distance through the floor. _Some kind of stress disorder, _Chief surmised. He motionlessly stayed with her. Patience and company can be powerful tools.

"Uuuuuuuh," Cortana said after a silent moment. "I think she's crazy."

"River!" Simon's voice echoed metallically in the hold. The timid doctor poked his head through the door Chief had just come through. "River where are you? Its time for your- River!" The doctor spotted the pair of them and rushed to the girl's side, falling to his knees and making a quick medical check of the girl. "What did you do?!" He glared at Chief with fury in his eyes. The intimidated man in the med bay was gone. _This man would face armies her,_ Chief thought admiringly.

"We didn't do anything!" Cortana insisted. "She just came up to us and started babbling!"

The rage in Simon's eyes faded. "Yes," He looked down at the girl. "My sister is...special. She's been through a lot and her mind…." His face tightened with pain. "Isn't what it used to be."

"I'm sorry for your loss," Chief said. He laid a hand gently on Simon's shoulder. He'd lost many friends enemy fire, and more than he'd care to count to the toll war takes on the mind.

"Thank you," Simon said quietly. He guided River up by her shoulders and led her away back towards the infirmary.

"What an odd group of people." Cortana observed aloud. "What do you think happened to her?"

"Nothing good."

Chief resumed walking to the mess, a room filled on one side with a large table and a small kitchen on the other. The female alien that had found him, they reminded him a little of the Elites, but covered in bony plates instead of leathery skin. She sat at the table, a broad white cloth set before her littered with weapon parts, absently cleaning them. When he entered she nodded, not stopping her cleaning. "Master Chief." She held the piece up to the light. "You can call me Zo. I'm first mate of the Repose." She closed one eye and squinted up at the gun part.

"Pleased to meet you." Chief said. The disassembled weapon caught his eye, it didn't look like anything he'd ever seen before.

"How does this work?" Cortana asked. "It doesn't seem to use conventional propulsion technology."

A plate over her eye lifted. "Conventional for whom?" She asked. She smiled, "all weaponry uses mass effect these days." She said.

"Mass effect?" Cortana asked.

Zo frowned in confusion. "You don't know what mass effect is?" She sounded incredulous. "Its the technology that our entire civilization is built upon, Galactic culture couldn't exist as we know it without mass effect fields." She continued to explain as though they might suddenly remember the information.

"How does it work?" Chief asked.

Zo's plates were still raised in surprise. She seemed truly taken aback that they'd never heard of it before. She shook her head. "Mass effect," she began. "Is a technology that allows the manipulation of an object's mass by encompassing it in a field generated by passing an electric current through eezo- Element Zero." She said. "Its the power behind almost all modern weaponry, as well as space travel and botics." She took on a lecturing tone. "Any matter inside the field can have its mass either raised or lowered depending on how the eezo is manipulated."

Chief's eyebrows raised in surprise. _That seems impossible, _he thought.

"How is this technology used for weapons or space travel?" Cortana asked. He could feel her studying the disassembled weapon on the table.

" in It works by shaving a slug of ammunition from a block." Zo lifted a section of the weapon, by far the largest single part. "And enveloping it in a mass effect field to lower its mass, then passing it through a series of magnetic coils to provide velocity." She touched a barrel of sorts. "The slug that's used is about the size of a grain of sand, so ammo is rarely an issue, but heat is. Nowadays we use thermal clips to store and eject heat as we need to." Her hands gripped a small cylinder." Her hands dropped to her sides. "Those are the basics at least."

Chief nodded appreciatively.

"You mean that's a mass accelerator?" Cortana asked skeptically. Chief understood her incredulity, only a few mass drivers were used as infantry weapons, and those were not exactly compact and mobile devices; most mass accelerator weapons were vehicle or ship mounted. The MAC cannons were one of the few effective weapons humanity had in the war against the Covenant

"Almost all weapons are." Zo confirmed. "Once we link into a buoy I can show you the Codex, it's like a extranet database that anyone can update. It's not always reliable, but it's got something on everything." She went back to cleaning her weapon, gently brushing away any dust with a fine brush and waving her strange holographic computer over some of the electronic parts.

"That's a good idea," Cortana said inside chief's helmet. "We need to learn as much as possible about this place before we do anything."

Chief nodded. "Thank you," He said. "Have you seen the Captain?"

Zo jerked a sharp tipped thumb further along the ship. "He's in the bridge making plans with the pilot," she said without looking up. Chief carried on without responding.

The Bridge and the mess were connected by a hallway, the walls of which were dotted with the doors to the crew quarters. The metal grate that made the floor groaned as he stepped onto it. Chief glanced down worriedly. Stepping carefully, he made his way across like walking across ice.

"Spirits you're heavy." The captain's voice came out from the bridge. "You break my boat you pay for it." When Chief ducked through the doorway the captain was hunched over a circular table, an image of the galaxy was projected above it. he had shed the suit he'd worn to the Dawn

"Sir." Chief nodded respectfully.

The captain glanced up at him. "Do you ever take that off?" He gestured to Chief's armour. "Not much change of a hull breech right now."

Chief shook his head. "I'll be fine."

"Oookay." The captain went back to the map. "Walesh." He asked the other occupant of the room. "What's our fuel at?"

The Alien that looked reptilian swiped through a series of orange holo screens. "Thirty-seven percent." He said quickly. "Enough for small tip to non-relay system, or less than month loitering in system."

"Less than a month…." the captain murmured. He scrubbed a hand down the trio of spikes that made his scalp. "Not enough time for the big stuff…" He tapped at the orange glove.

"those are called omni-tools," Cortana said in his helmet as if she could read his mind.

The captain stared blankly at the readout of the omni-tool for a moment. "Whats the status on the tag?" He asked.

"Tag secure, secondary and tertiary redundancies in place and secure."

The captain sighed in relief. "Good, this is the find of the century, no way I'm letting it go to a filthy scav thief."

Chief frowned. "Sir, that ship is military property," he said firmly.

"Why are you being so nice to him?" Cortana asked quietly. "He's not even in this galaxies government. He doesn't actually outrank either of us."

Chief turned the external speakers off. "This is his ship." He said. The speakers reactivated.

"Fair enough," Cortana sighed.

"Your military cares that much about half a cruiser in a different universe?" The captain asked incredulously.

"Protocol is clear." Chief stated. "UNSC property is not to be delivered into the possession of an Alien asset."

"The Cole Protocol?" Cortana asked in his ear. Chief nodded imperceptibly.

The captain thought for a moment, his three finger hand stroking his chin thoughtfully. "You were fighting a war." He said. He looked over a Chief's stance. "A bad one." He was guessing, but he knew he was right. He looked down at the figures on his omni-tool "Little Blue, you in there?"

"Best seats in the house." Cortana said through Chief's helmet.

"You got the exact protocol Jolly Green here is talking about?" He asked.

"United Nations Space Command Emergency Priority Order 098831A-1, or the Cole protocol, yes." Cortana's voice held a trace of smugness about it.

"Would you be able to send that to my omni-tool?" The captain waved the hand wreathed in orange.

"The UNSC Security Act does not-"

"-Should be able to," Cortana cut in, the room fell silent as Cortana worked. The pilot-Walesh-hummed softly as he worked, swiping left and right through screen after screen.

"Done." Cortana sounded almost tired. "Your systems are very strange."

The captain chuckled. "I'll mention it to the designers."

Chief turned off his speakers again. "Cortana, that is classified."

"We need them to trust us." She hissed back. "I'll delete it once he's finished."

The captain brought up a text file. "This it?" Chief nodded and the captain input a command and waved his hand at the galaxy map. The swirling hologram flickered and was replaced by a large sheet of text. "hmmm." He scratched his chin as he began to read.

* * *

><p>Mallus' brain was hurting. Not even the Hierarchy had rules like this. He scrubbed his eyes tiredly. How long had it been since he'd slept? He couldn't remember now. <em>Too long,<em> He thought blearily. _Focus!_ He snapped at himself. He began to mumble as he read the document.

"To safeguard and protect the Inner Colonies and Earth, all UNSC vessels or stations must not be captured with intact navigation databases that may lead Covenant forces to human civilian population centers.

If _any_ Covenant forces are detected:

1. Activate selective purge of databases on all ship-based and planetary data networks.

2. Initiate triple-screen check to ensure all data has been erased and all backups neutra-

_Spirits. Humans are dull in all universes._ Mallus pinched the thick bridge of his nose. He forced himself to continue.

"Execute viral scavengers….If retreating….Slipstream space…. vector not directed towards earth...Must self-destruct…." _Note, ask about slipstream vectors. _Mallus finished article one, the next one appeared to focus on personnel: The abandonment of vessels, civilian interference. There was one common factor. Mallus grinned widely. "It doesn't say anything about us." he said.

"Come again?" Cortana asked.

"This protocol is centered totally on the 'Covenant'." He gestured to the page. "There is no mention of the council or any of the governments here. You wouldn't be breaking any of your UNSC rules by leaving this ship to us."

…"Technically he's right chief." Cortana said in his helmet.

The Master Chief stood still for a moment. His visor completely impassive. "...Hardware only." He said finally. "Cortana, wipe everything."

"Everything?" Cortana asked, surprised. "A lot of the Dawn's data is non classified, it wouldn't harm anyone to know a little about a different univer-"

"Everything." Chief ordered. "Keep a copy for ourselves."

"Ok" Mallus clapped his hands together happily. "Good enough. Shall we begin?"

The work went slowly, the human ship was huge, even cut in half as it was. Mallus had Master Chief come back to the ship and help, pointing out areas of interest and marking off sections that were unlikely to have value. Mallus tasked Kalia and Zo with looking at the ship's engines and reactor, to check if the different technologies were compatible, Janeth an himself shadowed Chief and his pet AI while Simon checked over the medical supplies that were left.

"This is the armoury," Chief said, leading the other two through the darkened halls. Chief's helmet blazed with twin halogen bulbs to light the way, Mallus and Janeth clomped along with gravity boots while Chief glided through the microgravity.

"Finally!" Janeth threw his head back gratefully. "Something interesting!"

"You know…" Cortana began. "From what I've seen of your weapons, you're not going to find anything useful. Your small arms are far more powerful than anything in this armoury."

"Probably." Mallus agreed. "But just 'cuz it's not combat ready doesn't mean it's useless. Collectors go crazy for old weapons, we'll just say that they're from the human's history."

"That won't fool anyone who knows your universe's history." she said. "Better to just ignore it."

Mallus shrugged, "no harm in a look." He turned into the armoury. "Let's see what's what."

"Alright." The AI relented easily.

The Armoury was a mess, weapons and ammunition strewn everywhere and grenades lying around like explosive apples after a fruit stand was toppled. _Well that's a terrible metaphor._ Mallus thought.

"So this is what you fought your wars with." Mallus spoke rhetorically, bending to scoop up a weapon similar to the one Chief had pointed at them when he'd first woken up. "Hey Janeth! Shields up?"

"Yeah, why?" The krogan rumbled.

Mallus replied with a deafening burst of rifle fire. The ammo count on the rifle's display ticked down half a dozen times and Janeth's shields flared blue and silver.

Janeth seized for a moment then dove for cover, a metal frame holding a rack of rifles. "Dammit Mal!" He shouted, pulling out his shotgun. "What the hell was- Oh." He stood up and put his weapon away. "Hehehe." He chuckled. "Barely scratched them."

"What just happened?" Chief asked.

"Science!" Mallus exclaimed. "Little Blue was right, these guns are next to useless in combat." He leveled the rifle and poured the rest of the magazine at Janeth.

Janeth stretched lazily as the hail of bullets deflected off his shield, causing no visible damage. "Heh, tickles a bit."

Mallus tossed the rifle to the side it drifted into the wall with a clang. A casing floated into his field of vision. "Hold it." He snatched the spinning case between two fingers. "Hmmm", He scanned the floor and located another rifle, the one he'd had before spun slowly as it drifted out the door. "Aha!" He scooped up another weapon and fiddled with the magazine release, "H-ho!" He said excitedly.

"Whats going on Mallus?" Janeth asked, obviously as lost as Chief and Cortana were.

Mallus thumbed a round out of the magazine. "This," he said. "Is a 7.62x51mm Nay-to round." He said breathlessly. "Those collectors I told you about? They have the old guns, dozens of them, but ammunition becomes harder to find each year." He shook the cartridge excitedly. "This single round is worth hundreds! Chief!" swung a talon over to the human. "How many rounds approximately are of this ship?"

"When she was deployed…?" Cortana wondered aloud, she sounded like she was trying to remember,_running through her memory banks? _Mallus wondered "The Dawn was loaded with over 25000 M118 rounds." If she had had a body it sounded like she would have shrugged. "Give or take."

"Twenty-five thousand!" Mallus exclaimed.

"Most of that was used during its deployment" Cortana added. "I doubt that more than seven or eight thousand rounds are still in the ship. Less because of the lost armouries in the bow."

"Soooo..?" Mallus waved the AI on.

"I would say roughly three thousand rounds." Cortana said.

"Three thousand!" Mallus punched the air -vacuum- excitedly. "Thats anywhere up to…" He tapped away at his omni tool. "Two million credits!" He said breathlessly. He looked at the wrecked and ruined armoury. "This place is an eezo mine," He said. "What else is just laying around?" He wondered aloud, casting searching looks to the unexplored corners in the back.

Janeth wandered down to the back, "Hey Mallus," He called out after a moment, his voice accompanied by a metallic clunk. "This thing is locked." Mallus and Chief followed the krogan's rumble to the back of the armoury, where a sturdy locker stubbornly held back an increasingly frustrated krogan.

"Little Blue?" Mallus asked.

"Its a munitions locker," Cortana said. "For the weapons that are too dangerous for common use. It can only be opened by HighCom authorization and an officer's code."

"Chief?" Mallus asked.

Master chief shook his head. "I'm Non-com," he said flatly.

"I could probably bypass it." Cortana offered. "It would take some time but I could do it."

Mallus nodded, "Sounds like a plan. You do that while we start loading the ammo."

Master Chief was silent for a minute, Mallus could only assume he was talking to Cortana inside his helmet. The conversation was quickly resolved. Chief reached to the back of his head and yanked out the chip that contained Cortana. He held the chip gently, its center glowed with a bright blue disc. He held it out to the lock.

A tiny blue woman flickered into existence standing on empty space before the locker's mechanism.

Mallus almost gasped. _Their technology is behind ours in so many ways, but in others they've accomplished things that we can barely even conceive of. _While AI's are Illegal in Council space, there were no such rule in the Terminus. During his service he'd participated in a raid on an Illegal AI research facility, the room housing the AI was larger than most apartments and jam packed with computers. That was for one baby AI. These people managed to pack a fully formed AI into a data disk barely larger than his thumb.

Cortana crossed her ankles under her and reached out to touch the lock. She sat motionless while Chief stood over her, silently watching.

"Mallus." Janeth interrupted Mallus' thoughts. "Got work to do, don't we?"

"yes, we do." Mallus said. "Go back and grab a lift. I'll start collecting any ammunition I can find."

Janeth leaned in close and switched to a private channel. "Do we trust them?" He asked. "'Cuz I don't think I want to."

Mallus sighed, a rush of static hissed along the comm. "We trust them as much as they trust us." The Krogan seemed happy with the response. He clomped out into the hallway.

Mallus busied himself collecting ammunition. He threw in a few examples of the weaponry for safety, but for the most part he only took the magazines out, checked for rounds then tossed it into one of two piles. One of keeping, one for ignoring.

Chief and Cortana didn't move, she worked on the lock, and he watched over her like a father watching his favorite daughter. _No, _Mallus thought. _Not a father, more like a-_

"Got it!" Cortana explained. The locker doors swung open as Mallus hurried over to see what was inside.

"...What are those?" Mallus asked. The locker held five, oblong shapes that looked just past too big to hold in one hand.

"Those," Cortana said carefully. "Are Fury Tactical Nuclear Bombs."

"Thats a nuke?" Mallus asked. "Its so small! What's the yield?"

"Just less than a megaton." Cortana asked. Her avatar shot a look up at Chief. She could tell something about the green statue. "I'm not sure that Chief is comfortable with-"

"Mallus!" Janeth barked over the comm. "You wanna see this." He did not sound happy.

"What is it?" Mallus asked, his omni tool binged with an incoming datapacket. He brought up a screen and a vid feed from one of the Repose's hull camera's blinking into being. Mallus felt his mandibles shake as he looked at the feed. "Spirits." He cursed.

"What is it?" Chief asked.

Mallus turned to show him the feed. A ship was headed towards them, a ship painted red with a white skull and fist emblazoned on the side. "Blood Pack" He said.

"Dangerous?" Chief asked.

Mallus nodded. "Very."

Chief considered this for a moment. he swiftly scooped Cortana's chip back up and slotted it back into his helmet. He looked down at Mallus. "I need a weapon."

Mallus knew Janeth had a half dozen spares in his quarters, _and Captain's authority has to be good for something,_ He thought. "Right this way." He said. Before he left the armoury he hefted one of the Furys. He could have sworn he could feel the Chief raising an eyebrow at him

He just hoped it would be enough.


	4. Chapter 4
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Both the Chief and the alien Captain were quiet and brooding on the way back. Which is to say that Chief was normal and Mallus was quiet. The three of them floated across the empty void between the two ships in silence, Mallus clutched the Fury tightly in his odd three fingered hands.

"Captain," Cortana broke the tense silence. "What is this Bloodpack?"

"They're a merc group," Mallus said tersely. "They're one of three major Mercenary organizations in the galaxy and by far the most ruthless." The Repose was looming closer, the pair reached out to anchor themselves in the opened cargo hold. "They usually restrict themselves to the most dangerous and bloody jobs they can find." They passed through the blue atmo shield and Mallus removed his helmet. "This one is likely interested in aggressive salvaging," he said. "Best case they're here for your ship. they'll board and kill us to make sure their claim goes unchallenged."

"Worst?" Chief asked.

"They're just in the mood for a bit of violence and they blow us into the black." They headed up onto the cargo bay's catwalks and towards the crew quarters. Mallus opened a comm channel "Janeth, we're coming in, need to give Chief a spot of danger."

The krogan grumbled under his breath like a unhappy rockslide. "Fine, but I want it back when he's done."

The two passed through the mess, Mallus opened the comm again. "Zo, report to the ship and arm up, full combat gear. Simon and Kalia stay aboard that ship and stand by. I'm sending River out to you with the shuttle, best keep her out of the way if possible."

"Understood." Simon said. "Thank you"

"But Capt'n I can help," Kalia said. "With my biotics-"

"I'll not be arguing with you." Mallus said flatly. "You're my favorite mechanic, I'll not risk you if I can help it. You stay safe. Clear?"

"Yessir." Kalia said glumly.

"Focus on that thing's engines and reactor. I want a full report by the time we're done here." Malles rapped a armoured hand on Janeth's door.

"Yessir." Kalia repeated, this time she had an edge of determination in her voice. The door hissed open.

"Welcome to my bunk." Janeth said. "Mallus said you need a gun." He ripped down a broad sheet covering a broad section of wall, exposing a wide rack covered in weapons. "You've come to the right Krogan." His grin nearly split his wide face in two.

Chief and Cortana stared at the variety of weapons attached to the rack. They were alien, but Chief picked out several different types of assault rifles, shotguns, and a few that looked like snipers. The most curious thing was that few of them seemed to be sized or designed for Krogan.

"Do we want to know where these came from?" Cortana asked skeptically.

"Well, he's krogan," Mallus said quietly. "So they're all probably picked off the corp-"

"From the corpses of my enemies." Janeth said proudly. He lifted a particularly bulky weapon from the rack, "Except this one." It looked like a shotgun of some kind. "This claymore was given to me after I completed my rite of Passage into the Riak clan." His rough voice held as much fondness as Cortana suspected it could.

"There is so much variation," Cortana said. "I assume there are differences in operation?"

"Yep." Janeth lifted a massive red and black weapon from the rack. "This is the Revenant. Heavy weight machine gun, short range and high power." He stuck it back on the rack with a sharp 'clack!'; another smaller weapon. "The Vindicator. Longer range and burst fire, good for precision and pain," he chuckled darkly.

Chief stared silently at the array of weapons.

"...Maybe if you tell us what kind of weapons you normally use we can point out the closest match." Mallus suggested.

"Standard UNSC loadout is a MA5 variant or a BR55." Cortana said. "Spartans will often carry both or a variety of heavier weapons."

Mallus and Janeth blinked.

"Fully automatic and semi automatic." Chief said.

"Ah." Janeth turned and took down two weapons. The Vindicator he'd show them before and a similarly sized weapon. "Meet the M-8 Avenger," he said. He sounded almost bored. "I got these off a pair of Blue Suns Mercs that thought they could sneak up on me." He chuckled and tapped the sides of his head, just under his eyes. "240 degree vision has its perks."

Chief picked up the weapons, one in each hand. As he lifted them up they shrunk, collapsing down into a small cylinder. Chief looked down at them interestedly for a moment then reached back and stuck them both to the mag clamp on his back. "Thank you," he said.

"Its not a gift, human," Janeth reminded him. "I'll want those back if we're not all dead."

Chief nodded. "Very well."

"Excellent," Mallus said. "Now I'm not sure how you do it with your USNC but with those weapons you're gonna want to get Little Blue there to network with them if she can. She might be able to function like the combat VIs do in our combat gear."

Cortana reached out towards the weapons, they were emitting a faint signal, trying to connect to something. With a little thought she managed to spoof the correct signal to get them to connect to her.

"He right," Cortana said in Chief's ear. "There's a tonne of data and functions in these things, atmospheric compensators, diagnostics, analytical suites…" the technology and complexity of these things amazed her. "These are light years beyond anything the UNSC can produce, these have more tech in them than even the Covenant can manage on this scale!"

"Will they work?" Chief asked.

"Yes of course, I should be able to link them with your hub the same as I do with UNSC weapo-"

"Good." Chief reached back and unclipped one of the weapons.

Cortana sighed. "And I'm the machine here."

"You'll want to take a few minutes to familiarize yourself with those," Mallus said, sounding very much like a grizzled commanding officer. He beckoned Chief to follow him out and further along to the bridge. "The Bloodpack were a billion clicks away when we pinged them, so we've got less than a half hour if they're not pushing." They ducked into the bridge.

"And if they are?" Chief asked.

"Then you'd better hope you're a fast learner, because then they're already here." Mallus clapped Chief on the shoulder and moved to talk to the pilot.

* * *

><p>Chief walked back to the cargo bay cross legged and studied the weapons he'd been given. When he held them in his hands they expanded into their full size. They were a similar size to the UNSC weapons he was familiar with.<p>

"So?" Cortana asked. "How to they feel?"

Chief turned over the vindicator in his hands thoughtfully. "They're light," he said. His fingers roamed over the surface of the weapon, they found a catch and a small cylinder popped out of the weapon's side.

"That would be the Thermal clip, I guess," Cortana said, remembering what Zo had said about their weapons. Chief slotted the clip back into the weapon. Then released it. He practised several times until he could release the clip and slot a fresh one into the gun easily, He made sure he knew both weapons as best he could before Mallus' voice came over the comm.

"Alright folks. The Bloodpack transmitted orders. Run and be blown into space, or stay and be boarded." Zo slipped into the cargo bay and sealed the door behind her. When she took her helmet off her face was grim and drawn tight. At least Cortana thought it was, hard to tell really.

"This is a salvage vessel, we're not armed for space combat and we can't outrun them. So we surrender and see what they do. best case, they frisk us for our valuables and leave us on our way. Worst case...it comes to violence. The civilians are all off board on the shuttle. If the Repose is taken, then they had orders to make for the nearest settlement and go on from there. That is all. Spirits protect us."

The speech ended on a somber note. Chief stood as Zo made her way up the catwalks and into the mess.

"Honestly Zo, What are our chances?" Cortana asked.

Zo stopped, "From what I've heard it's a large frigate sized vessel." Her voice was low and tightly controlled. "They could have maybe a half dozen krogan and more than twice as many vorcha." Her hands were clenched tightly in fists. "Against the three of us? Four including you."

"Five," Cortana corrected.

"Five," Zo agreed, she didn't seem more comforted with it though. She sighed. "They're not good odds," She said darkly.

"I've faced worse," Chief said.

Zo smiled. "At least you're not totally green." She shrugged at Chief's, "So to speak."

Mallus swept into the mess from the bridge. "Team meeting in 2 minutes. Gear up and head to the cargo." He tossed Chief a handful of the thermal clips as Zo nodded and left the way he'd come. "Know how to use these?"

"Yes."

"Good." Mallus stopped on the catwalks and overlooked the cargo bay floor. "We'll want cover there," he pointed to the side, "There and there." He quickly began moving the many crates to where he needed them. Chief followed, Moving a crate that Mallus had avoided because he believed they'd need three people.

"Well you are useful after all." Mallus said wryly. Chief silently grabbed another crate to stack on top.

"That warhead is useless here." Chief said after several moments of quiet work. "You'll need to get it on the ship."

"Yeah and besides which you don't even have the detonation codes." Cortana put in. "I do though," she added.

"Its all under control, don't worry." Mallus said dismissivly.

Cheif stopped working. He squared his shoulders with Mallus' and look down into his eyes. "I'm not worried."

If Mallus was frightened by the Chief's actions he did a very good job of hiding it. "I'm not in the habit of discussing the exact details of the plan that will save all of our lives with strangers." He said flatly. "You want to make things rough then we'll have it out. If not, I **suggest** you move. Another. Box."

Chief took a step forward.

"Chief wait!" Cortana hissed in his ear. "We still might need them."

Chief stopped. Mallus nodded and went back to work. He wasn't arrogant or condecending in his command. A fact that Cortana suspected might have just saved his life.

"Thanks for stopping," Cortana said gratefully. "I don't think I can fly this ship yet. Not on my own at least." Chief heaved another crate into the barricade they were building.

They were just finishing as the pilot's rushed tones jabbered over the comm. "Captain, slight problem. River not where she is supposed to be. She cannot be found"

Mallus spat a very long string of words that neither Cheif nor Cortana recognised. "Aright." He scraped his hands down his face tiredly. "ETA on our visitors?

"Twenty minutes."

Another string of foreign sounds. Zo trotted into the cargo bay clad in thick brown armour. At least Cortana assumed it was Zo, the helmet completely obscured her face. "She's not in the mess or bridge sir.

"We'll just have to hope she stays hidden," Mallus said. "Janeth, where in the Spirit's names are you?"

"On my way." The Krogan's rumbling voice couldn't cut out the metallic clanging of his boots hitting the floor as he walked, just as the comm cut off the sound transitioned to the air around them.

"Alright, party's all here." Mallus said. He sounded like he had a thousand thoughts in his head. "Walesh, take off. I want you off this boat."

"Understood."

Janeth came to a final, loud halt next to Chief. the four of them stood in the empty cargo bay and waited in silence for the enemy to arrive.

"Now what?" Janeth asked, his voice thrummed and echoed in the empty bay.

"Now we wait." Three sets of heads swung to Chief. "And we trust in the Captain." Cortana could almost see the raised eyebrows.

"Yeah," Mallus agreed slowly. "What he said."

* * *

><p>Chief felt the deck under him shudder as the Bloodpack ship connected, a hollow boom echoed throughout the entire ship.<p>

"Here we go." Mallus breathed. Chief looked over his companions curiously. You could tell a lot about a person by how the reacted to situations like this one.

Mallus and Zo were professionals, feet spread and body slightly tensed, ready for action. They had placed themselves at the corners and just in front of good cover. Easy to get behind and good lines of sight. Janeth was dead center of the bay, he leaned casually on a tall crate and absently scratched at his armour.

The internal bay doors were closed. Boots pounded on the deck inside the airlock. "This is it…" Mallus and Zo quickly checked their weapons and then collapsed them and put them back on their armour. Chief did the same. Janeth chuckled.

The personnel door burst open and a slew of aliens poured through, weapons drawn and eye searching. The first group were Krogan, big lumbering mountains that looked like the mutant baby of a grunt and a brute. The rest, and by far the majority numerically, were skeletal creatures with red eyes and sickly yellow skin. They hissed appreciatively when they saw the four of them, Showing rows of needle sharp teeth in grimy mouths.

The hissing cut off as the lead Krogan swung out a hand.

"You stand before the Bloodpack. Your lives and livelihoods are now in our hands. I am Weyrloc Braunk and as far as you are concerned, I am now your god." He spoke well, not the cultured tones of a businessman or a politician, but the words of experience and education. _More than likely a little egomania as well…_ Chief thought.

"Welcome to our humble ship. Weyrloc Braunk." Mallus said with a warmth only a little broken by his helmet's speakers. "We're just a humble salvage crew and stumbled upon this mighty find, one that I am more than happy to off to you…." He seemed to search for the safest word to use. "My Lord?" He offered.

Braunk took two long steps to Mallus and slammed his fist into the Captain's gut. "Do not presume to give what is not yours," He said quietly, bending over to speak in Mallus' ear. "This wreck and everything in it were mine as soon as it came up on sensors."

Mallus blindly held up his thumb. "Gotcha. Glad we cleared that up."

"Now." Braunk straightened and raised his voice to echo in the cargo bay. "You will all turn over anything and everything found or recovered aboard that wreck to the Bloodpack and you will aid in the recovery of more artifacts." He walked across the line the Repose's crew made. "If you will not help then you have become useless." He stopped in front of Chief, the only person there that could look the massive Krogan eye to eye without looking up. "And useless things are dismembered and spaced, are we clear?"

Chief said nothing.

"Are we clear?!" Braunk shouted.

Chief still remained remained silent.

"Uhhhh Chief?" Cortana said. "You should probably respond, he seems kinda-"

Braunk hauled back and, with his whole body, threw his fist into Chief's armour plates, the thin ones just below the breastplate. The sound of cracking bone seemed louder than any of the shouts before.

"Raaaarwgh!" Braunk howled and held his broken wrist gingerly. "What are you?" He raged.

Chief relaxed his abdominals with an internal wince, he would be brusied tomorrow. He opened his mouth to speak.

"He's a cerberus experiment." Mallus cut in before Chief could say anything. "That whole ship is Cerberus, you know the Human extremists?" He shifted from foot to foot nervously. "They were into all kinds of things. Cryonics, making super soldiers," he paused and shot Chief a look. "AI."

A shot of anger tinged with fear shot through Chief. In this universe he was at a disadvantage, he wasn't sure he could survive fighting all of them. His surprise was short lived, however. All he could do now was figure a way out. His fists clenched and scenarios began playing out in his head. He would find the right way to win this fight. He had to.

"They were making illegal AI here, military grade, real expensive," Mallus said. "Made him too." He nodded to Chief. "Paired him with a AI to maximise his effectiveness." He was beginning to relax now. He knew he had a hook for the Bloodpack to bite on, a hook that might save his own crew. "I think if you offered him back they might pay you enough to buy a planet or two, even start your own merc company besides."

Braunk grinned widely, for a Krogan that was very wide indeed. "My own Merc crew eh?" He chuckled. "Always wanted my own company."

"And you already have it," Mallus said. "Just take the AI core and sell it on the black market. You'll make trillions."

Braunk thought for a moment, his underlings shifted uncomfortably. The yellow aliens, vorcha, Chief remembered someone saying, trading gurgling hisses and the Krogan rumbling whispers. Chief relaxed his body, preparing for the action to come. He wouldn't let anyone take Cortana from him ever again.

"Now keep an eye on him." Mallus reminded the Bloodpack, shooting Chief a worried look. "He's been a bit protective of the thing since we got it, had to restrain him before." Over a dozen barrels swung towards Chief, he ground his teeth in frustration. "I'll get you the AI core." He offered, taking a few tentative steps towards Chief.

Chief relaxed his hands, he could snap the neck and use the captain's body as a shield to gain distance and then use lay down a suppressive fire to-

"NO!" A thin human voice echoed though the hold. Chief looked up at the catwalks. River lay on her stomach, hand reached out to Chief. "Bright souls are safe inside a tomb of steel." She whispered. "A mind will see what it wishes to see, the truth is a veil _inside _the mist."

"What? Who is that?" Braunk roared, half the weapons shifted up to target the frail young woman.

"That's one of our civilian crew members," Mallus said quickly, trying to keep the uneasiness out of his voice. "She's a bit off in the head, but harmless."

"Can she work?" Braunk asked.

The question almost visibly ate at Mallus. "Technically, yes." He said finally.

"Then bring her down and keep her with the rest." Braunk ordered.

Mallu's jaw clenched, for a moment Chief thought he might refuse. "Fine." Mallus nodded to Zo. Zo climbed up the stairs to River as Mallus kept walking. "I'll just go get the core then," He brushed by Chief, for an instant Mallus' visor became transparent and he shot Chief a wry look. He kept walking disappeared into the doorway at the rear of the cargo bay. Chief stared after the captain, confused. Chief knew that Mallus had seen him put Cortana's chip in his helmet, so where was he-? A bolt of realization struck.

"You, go with him." Braunk shoved one of his krogan to follow Mallus. The mountainous alien grumbled under his breath but he did follow Mallus. The rest of the Bloodpack watched Chief with an nervous vigor. Zo descended the stairs leading a frail looking River by the shoulders; Zo subtly kept herself between the bloodpack weapons and the human

Chief turned his speakers off. "The big ones aren't as strong as I thought." Chief stopped himself from rubbing the spot where Braunk had punched him. Even through the armour he might have a bad bruise, not quite as bad as a Brute, however. His eyes flicked between the five that were left, the underling would be back soon as well. That made 6 not-quite brutes and almost a dozen of the others. Chief's battle planning equated them to Jackals, they were lightly armoured and looked quick and brutal.

"You figure it out?" Cortana asked.

"How long did you know?" Chief wasn't surprised Cortana figured it out before him.

"It took me several seconds after he picked it up on the Dawn." Cortana said with her normal trace of smugness.

"You're slipping."

A clamor from the back of the bay turned Chief's head, Mallus had returned carrying what they both knew he would be, a large metal oval about the size of an over inflated football. The Fury tactical nuclear bomb. The Krogan following him out shoved Mallus. "Faster." He grumbled.

"Careful!" Mallus snapped as he stumbled forward, holding the bomb gingerly. "You don't want me to drop this, its very...expensive." He walked like he was carrying a bowl of water full to the brim, each step carefully place and slow. Chief tried not to laugh. The Furys were not that delicate.

Finally, Mallus came to the assembled Blookpack. He held out the oval. "Here you go, one ticket to riches." Braunk lifted the bomb out of Mallus's hands with his uninjured hand and gave it to one of his crew members. He studied it curiously.

"Smaller than I thought it'd be," he looked sideways at Mallus.

"You have no idea." Chief murmured, his speakers still muted. Cortana chuckled in his ear.

"So now what?" Mallus asked the Braunk, who still studied the bomb with fascination.

"Now I separate these two and work you and your crew until you're dead." Braunk spun and clomped out to his ship. "Your cooperation was appreciated." He paused at the door. "Disarm them and put them to work. If they don't cooperate, kill the little one." He disappeared into his own ship and a booming grind rumbled the ship as the Bloodpack ship disengaged from the Repose.

Most of the Bloodpack left with Braunk, leaving only two krogan and a handful of vorcha. They were still outnumbered, but the situation was far less hopeless than before. The two krogan leveled their weapons at River. "Weapons on the deck!" One ordered, jerking his barrel down to point briefly. Janeth, Mallus and Zo slowly moved to remove their weapons. Chief was less keen to be disarmed.

"Cortana, can you jamm their comms?" Chief asked. He would have to get this crew out of danger himself it seemed.

"I think so, give me a few minutes," she said. Chief slowly, very slowly, moved to remove his weapons from his back.

"Now!" The Krogan roared. Mallus and Zo both had their last weapon in their hands, Janeth continued to pull guns and drop them onto the pile. they bent down to lay then in the pile that'd grown from their armament. They both paused.

"Arhg!" Cortana growled in his ear. "None of this makes sense! How the hell do they do anything with this mess of a coding system?" Looks like they were on their own, if they attacked, the bloodpack would signal their ship and reinforcements would arrive, more than they could handle. _This could have gone better._ Chief thought

Mallus turned to Zo. "What were they threatening again?" He asked easily.

"To shoot River sir."

"Riiight." Mallus nodded with remembrance. "And that's bad right?"

"Yes sir." Zo said flatly. The Krogan shuffled uncertainly and the Vorcha hissed impatiently. Janeth reached behind and pulled a shotgun from….somewhere, Chief couldn't really tell where exactly.

"Are we sure?" Mallus asked his companion, seemingly oblivious to the dozen armed hostiles breathing down their necks.

Zo thought for a moment, talons scratching her chin plates. "Now that I think about it she does have a particular hardiness about her." she looked behind them, River cowered with her arms wrapped around her knees. "I think she'll be fine sir." Both of the turians stood up smoothly, expanding their weapons. Mallus pressed his finger to the side of his head. "Walesh? You ready?"

Krogan just grinned his gun held steady at River. "Fine, I always liked killing humans" Chief stared incredulously at the Captain, surely he wouldn't let one of his crew die like this. He held onto his own weapon, the avenger, with a white knuckled grip. Before he could take a step the Krogan fired.

River's hair fluttered as though a slight breeze had passed through it, she had leaned to one side just far enough to avoid the shotgun's close range spread. Her eyes snapped up to the krogan who'd fired, she no longer looked frail. She actually seemed to glow, her eyes blazed royal blue.

The cargo bay was silent, both the Krogan and the Vorcha stunned into silence. Then the cargo bay exploded into violence.

Zo and Mallus dove backwards behind cover, weapons raised and already firing. Several Vorcha took hits and fell while Janeth charged at them, scattering them like a bowling ball striking pins.

Chief snapped his weapon up and released a hail of fire towards the second krogan, whose shields flickered and deflected the bullets. The First Krogan, the one who'd fired at River, stumbled back as the small human girl wreathed in a blue corona had dashed towards him and was recklessly raining down blue hued fists onto his head.

No, not reckless, Chief noticed. The Krogan got off several shots at the tiny human, but she always seemed to twist out of the way. Without fail the bullets missed, sometimes by only a fraction of an inch.

Her strikes where delivered with pinpoint precision, he didn't recognise the exact forms, but Chief knew martial arts training when he saw it. _Theres more to her than just a broken mind._ Chief thought. he didn't have time for a psychological evaluation, however, the Krogan he'd fired at had become enraged and charged at his position, head down. An image of a brown furred brute doing the same flashed in his mind. He'd barely survived that fight. Hopefully this one when better.

Chief smoothly sidestepped the charging enemy and slammed the butt of his weapon in the back of it's neck with a satisfying crunch. _Victim paralysed, now I can-_ His thoughts were interrupted as the Krogan lashed backwards with a three fingered hand and caught Chief unprepared, his shields flashed gold and his helmet struck a crate with a unmusical _clong._

"Chief!" Cortana called worriedly.

"I'm fine." He said, shaking his head and bringing his weapon to bear again, he only got half a dozen rounds off before the trigger seized. _Over heated._ His hands smoothly popped the chip out and slotted another in, he was glad he'd practised. More rounds peppered the Krogan's shield and the thing charged again. Chief tossed the weapon and braced, catching the krogan's charge and stopping it with his arms wrapped about it's chest. Chief's breath was pounded out of his lungs with a woosh, it felt like he'd tried to stop a train. The bruise he'd gotten earlier from Braunk would have plenty of company it seemed. The krogan gave a confused grunt before Chief hauled up and over, slamming the Krogan into the deck and rolling backwards to straddle it and pound down a series of blows fueled by all the power a Spartan could bring to bear. In moments the Krogan was nothing but a groaning pile of muscle, Chief breathed heavily, _They're slower than brutes, but they can take a pounding, _he thought tiredly. Likely the only reason he'd gotten the upper hand in this fight so quickly was the Krogan had underestimated him. The vindicator expanded in his hands and a quick succession of nine rounds ended it.

A quick look around the bay showed the fight was mostly over. The Vorcha were all down and the other krogan was suffering under the combined assault of both the girl and Janeth. A blue wreathed fist pounded a crack into the Krogan's bony forehead plate. The krogan fell back and Janeth leveled the massive claymore, a single blast echoed in the bay.

"Sound off!" Mallus shouted immediately. They all quickly gave a shout. "Good," Mallus said tiredly. "Walesh? Everything go to plan?" he asked anxiously.

"Repose jammer secure. No transmissions escaped." The pilot's voice came over the comm sharply. Mallus relaxed, plunking down onto a crate. They all just breathed, the fever of combat fading.

"H'allright," Mallus said, stiffly getting to his feet. "Time for phase two."

The remaining crew crammed themselves into the bridge, watching the Bloodpack ship as the repose slowly edged away from it. "Walesh?" Mallus asked. "Drop the jammer."

Almost immediately Braunk's face snapped onto the bridge's screens. "Vreak! What are you doing?" He demanded. "Bring those slaves back here!" Recognition darkened his face, "What are you doing?!" He demanded.

Mallus grinned and waved at the raging Krogan. "Just saying goodbye to a terrible God." He looked over his shoulder at Chief. "If you would, Little Blue?"

A tiny spark of red flickered across Chief's vision as Cortana spoke. "Gladly."

The Repose darted away as the Bloodpack ship shattered in a blaze of light.

Mallus sat in his quarters. The report on the wreck's reactor and engines on the table in front of him, but he barely saw it. The fight played over in his head. He and Zo were to focus on killing vorcha and distracting one of the Krogan while Janeth took down the other one. River's involvement had muddled things somewhat, _Simon'll never let me hear the end of it..._ But it was the Master Chief that really flipped things around. The image of the giant human actually **stopping** a Krogan blood rage charge stuck in his head. Not even Janeth could do that the way Chief had done it. He said he was human. But no normal human could do that. _I'm starting to think I was right about the whole supersoldier AI thing..._

Mallus stared unseeing into the desk. _What's he hiding under that helmet?_

Chief ran over the day, stretched out on his bed and still in his armour, he'd need to take it off soon to bathe and check his injuries. Once the rest of the crew returned the small blue alien, Kalia, had gushed at him over the Dawn's reactor, claiming it was light years beyond what anyone could design in this world. That struck Chief as funny. These people were so advanced in some ways but so lacking in others. An odd paradox that Chief needed to sort out quickly. He couldn't afford to make mistakes here, and being underestimated was a short lived advantage.

He'd have the opportunity to study this world, that intrigued him. Mallus said they were heading for a popular salvage station in the terminus where they might sell the reactor to a buyer that Chief agreed on. He would get to scout out this strange civilization and try and find a way home.

"Make any progress?" He asked. Cortana was looking through this 'Codex' that Zo mentioned.

"Its a complex place." Cortana said. She began to outline the basics of the political structures and relationships between nations. It wasn't his normal weapon, but information could be just as dangerous as a knife to the throat. He wouldn't go into this fight unarmed.

"Geth?" The woman asked incredulously. "You're sending me to fight geth? But you know they're not the real threat here!" The aged officer on the other end of the vidcall sighed raggedly.

"I know that but the Council, and the Alliance for that matter, need a tangible enemy to fight. And boogeyman 'Reapers' in dark space are hard to shoot at." The old man scrubbed at a three day beard noisily. "Besides the Geth have no obvious reason to be in the terminus systems. We need information without sending in an invasion fleet that would start a war."

"Fine." The woman brushed a lock of red hair out of her eyes. "Anything else Sir?" She wasn't happy, but she tried to hold in her temper. This was the admiral after all.

"The bloodpack mercenary group has been rather active as of late, but they're not a primary objective, if they get in your way you have permission to engage."

"Understood sir."

"Very well, you have your orders Commander. Hackett out." The hologram blinked out of existence. The woman strode out of the Com-room and walked purposefully around the divider. A pair of soldiers saluted as she passed them, heading to to the large holographic map of the galaxy.

"Orders Commander?" A voice asked over the ship's comm. Even requesting orders he sounded dry, like he was laughing at you for something only he knew about.

"Take her out Joker," The woman said. tapping a bright dot on the map, it blinked and expanded into a label, 'Omega.' "We've got some geth to kill."

The ship lifted off smoothly from the comm bouy and the navigational data was relayed to the cockpit. "Yes Ma'am Commander Shepard."


	5. Chapter 5

Mallus bounced the chunk of the wreck's hull plating in his palm, something Chief called Titanium A. Kalia said that it was marvelously strong, definitely something they could get creds for. That combined with a rough schematic of the generator, (Intentionally undetailed to make it harder to steal,) along with an entire hull load of near priceless bullets, made Mallus a very happy Turian. _Finally, no more just scraping by for parts and food, _Mallus thought, with this they would be set for some time. They could finally get that primary buffer panel that Kalia said they needed, 'or they'd explode on re-entry.'

"Are we ready?" Mallus jumped as Chief just suddenly _appeared_ beside him. How did a man that big move so quietly? Another mystery to add to the increasingly long list of questions he had about him.

"Nearly," Mallus said, with a sideways look. "We're having a meeting in the mess before we dock with the station." Mallus beckoned him to follow as he started walking across the cargo bay's catwalks. "We'll have one last meal together as well, kind of a tradition among us."

"In case you don't return?" Chief asked. His tone was almost...fond, approving.

"Just reminding ourselves how bad food is out here." Mallus chuckled fondly. "Makes the food down there taste even better." The pair ducked into the mess, Chief had to stoop significantly to get through the old style knee knocker doors. The entire crew was in the mess, waiting for Mallus to arrive and generally taking an easy few minutes. Easy conversation flowed and low laughter simmered over the room from time to time. Even Simon and Janeth were getting along. The krogan and the surgeon hadn't gotten off well in the beginning, but after several misadventures involving River and a lost pack of varren they came together.

For a second Mallus just stood at the door and watched, the crew hadn't noticed him yet. This is what he'd wanted when he left the military. Turian military service was rigid and harsh. While he'd made some of his closest friends during his tours - in the mess Zo laughed gently at something Walesh had said - but he'd never quite found this. A family. The number of times this crew had stepped in front of a charging klixen, (literal or otherwise,) for each other made them nothing less.

Mallus was drawn from his reverie as Chief walked passed him and took a seat at the table. The easy conversation sputtered and died and all eyes flickered uneasily to Chief, then Mallus. He cleared his throat and walked up to the table. "Alright." He used his best, most official captain's voice. "We're one jump away from Omega, I want everybody to make sure that we all know what we're doing." He looked at Kalia and Walesh "You're selling the reactor. If you find a buyer report back to me, we need the approval of Chief before we finalize." He nodded at the human, who remained as a statue. "Zo and Janeth will accompany you as security." He turned to his ground team. "You get a _whiff_ of trouble and you get the Hells out of there. Clear?"

Zo nodded. "Yessir."

"Good," Mallus said. "Myself and the Chief will be in charge of moving the Titanium and the bullets." Mallus looked crossways at Chief, he still sat as still as stone, barely even looking at any of them. _Its spirits cursed unnerving, how he never takes that helmet off,_ Mallus thought. "After the sales are made we'll give everyone their cut and-"

"And we go our separate ways," Chief cut in with that low, almost lazy, voice of his.

All eyes shifted to Chief. This was new, he had never spoken about leaving the Repose after they got to Omega. _Though I can't say I'm surprised. _Chief had never been what you'd call open to them. He always ate in his quarters and never took off that armour where he could be seen. _He doesn't trust us,_ Mallus thought. "And we go our separate ways," Mallus repeated softly.

A gap of silence stretched across the mess. Simon fidgeted uncomfortably. Janeth scratched at his forehead plate and River stared up at the ceiling with wide eyes. "Alright." Mallus clapped his hands to break the silence. "Time to eat." That brought a round of murmured assent, warming the tone of the room somewhat. Mallus and Zo went to the kitchen half of the mess, making sure to pick only the oldest and most stale nutrient pastes by tradition. As the bowls were passed out a communal look of slight nausea made the crew chuckle, Chief accepted his bowl and silently left for his quarters with only a nod for thanks.

The crew watched as Chief disappeared towards his quarters. "Ain't right." Janeth rumbled. "What'dya think he's hiding under that helmet?" He asked.

"Could be horribly disfigured," Kalia suggested brightly, dipping a spoon into her bowl. "Face all fulla scars and whatnot." She stuck her spoon in her mouth and made a face.

"Nah," Zo said, waving a hand dismissively, "Way I see it it makes most sense that he's an empty suit driven by the Spirits." To her credit, she managed the entire sentence with a straight face. "The ancient spirit of some fallen human legion bent on justice for it's spilled blood."

"Yeah," Mallus said flatly. "That's it." Zo grinned wryly.

"Possible he is compromised," Walesh pipped in. "Suit could perform some critical live preserving function." He thought for a bit. "Like a big quarian."

"I guess he's so ugly that people kept fainting." Janeth chuckled. "A right saintly thing to to, spare us seeing that." He thumped his fist onto his chest and nodded to where Chief disappeared.

"Could be a cyborg," Simon suggested. "Maybe he needs to render down all his food to a fuel he can actually use."

"He's not hiding," River whispered. All eyes swiveled to her. "A mask worn for too long becomes what it was meant to hide. He isn't hiding his face, he wears his mask behind his face." She looked off into the distance through the floor.

Mallus knew the layout of this ship exactly, and he was sure that if you cut a hole through the decks to see where she was looking, you'd end up exactly in the Chief's quarters.

"H'okaaay." Mallus scraped the last of his paste out of his bowl, "I think that's enough of that. Lets get ready to make some money." The Crew piled their empty dishes in the cleaner and scattered, everyone going to their appointed places to do what needed to be done.

* * *

><p>Commander Shepard sat in the darkness of the Normandy's records room, outside the door she could hear Dr Chakwas bustle about the med bay, lecturing some poor grunt who, 'wasn't Commander bloody Shepard, so stop acting like it.' She huffed a tiny laugh. It had been several weeks since Liara had left, on 'personal business', so she said. Shepard had wanted to come with her, but Liara wouldn't have it.<p>

"The Alliance needs you now, Shepard," She'd said, her blue fingers tracing a line down Shepard's jaw, "I'll come back to you, don't worry. I'm just helping an old colleague make sense of some strange archaeological data, thats all." And then she was gone, with only a quick peck on the nose and a heart melting smile.

"Commander?" Joker's voice came over the speaker. "We're heading into the Terminus now, any extra orders? Wanna hit up the flythrough before we get attacked by evil death robots and pirate scum? I think there's a space'Donalds out here somewhere."

Shepard shook Liara out of her head and stood up. Liara had changed so much from that shy little archaeologist they found on therum, she'd be fine. "Negative Joker, standard patrol route then docking to Omega for refit and refuel as necessary."

"Aye aye, eta to Omega station, 16 hours."

Shepard needed to do something, Maybe she'd challenge Garrus to another shooting competition, he deserved another chance to break his loosing streak. Shepard chuckled to herself as she thought of one of her best friends, a turian, she'd changed a lot too.

* * *

><p>Chief resealed his helmet with a sharp click. His abdomen was still a yellowing mass of bruises but it didn't bother him. The nutrient paste filled him comfortably; it was, unbelievably, worse than the UNSC's MREs. Chief was quite impressed a less appetizing food source had been invented, another 'marvel' of this universe.<p>

They would dock at the station soon, he'd need to be ready for another fight, the way that Omega had been explained to him. He stood up and snapped his new weapon to his thigh, a thick bodied pistol he'd bought from Janeth for the price of promising to fight him one day.

"You've been quiet," Chief said. Cortana stirred in his systems.

"I've been planning," She said, her voice had a trace of defensiveness in it.

"Anything you'd like to share?"

"Well we need to get to someone with power," Cortana began. "Someone with the money and resources to look into how to get us home. That means government, the council or the Alliance are the obvious choices, but if we just walk up and ask them for help without offering anything ourselves…"

"We'll be ignored," Chief finished.

"Exactly," Cortana said. "What we need is something to offer them as incentive to help us. Like new, revolutionary armour plating and fusion generators."

Chief thought for a moment, a hint of dark uneasiness settling in his stomach. "We're giving those to the Repose's crew," he said. It wasn't a suggestion, it was a fact.

"Yes we are, but pirates don't have the greatest information security," Cortana continued. "Eventually, the technology will leak from whoever we sell it to. Soon the entire Terminus will have it." Cortana's voice had a tiny edge of fervor to it, something wild and furious but still far away and muted. "Then, if we just happen to offer something similar to the Government who try to keep the pirates in check they'll be obliged to accept, whatever the cost."

Chief thought for a moment. It was an excellent plan for getting what they needed, but something about it felt off. This kind of manipulation was not his usual method. "That could start a war." He said, he'd read about something called the Skyllian Blitz where pirates had attacked an Alliance planet. In space the Pirates had been outmatched by far, but if this technology got into hands capable of outfitting pirates…

"We need to get home, Chief. They need us."

Chief didn't respond, he needed to think about it. Regardless he had a task to do in front of him, accompany Mallus and get them their reward for helping him. He walked out of his quarters and headed to the cargo bay.

* * *

><p>"Alright people, stay together and keep your eyes sharp. and whatever you do don't get involved with Aria!" Mallus ordered Kalia's group as the trudged out the airlock into Omega. "I've had enough of her fouling my plans for three lifetimes." The first group disappeared into the pressing crowd and Mallus jerked his head for Chief to follow. "Com'on you two, I want to be off this rock before Aria gets her claws into me." Mallus stepped out the airlock into the dark streets of Omega.<p>

Chief fell in easily beside Mallus and plunged into the currents of people packing the streets, this one was a broad open thing, with shuttles cruising by overhead.

_He looks dangerous just walking, _Mallus thought, subtly studying his partner. Chief walked with a solid assurance of power that seemed to leak out of him. In the packed streets of Omega, it would have been difficult to move at any amount of speed, except that most of the crowd parted around Chief like a shoal of fish around a shark. Expressions ranging from curious to awed to challenging flashed over everyone who came within eyeshot.

"Looks like you're popular today," Mallus muttered darkly.

"Who is Aria?" Chief asked, ignoring a large Krogan who glared at him as they passed.

Mallus sighed. "Aria is the defacto ruler of Omega." He waved his arms with tired exaggeration. "President, queen, whatever you want to call her, not much happens around here without her either okaying it or hearing about it."

"You have a history," Chief said, pointedly not making it a question.

Mallus shrugged. "A while back I did a job for her, before the Repose was anything more than an idea in my head. She liked how I operated and tried to make me a more...permanent member of her staff.

"And?"

"I refused, politely." Well, it was polite given the context. He didn't _kill_ anyone at least. "She's kept an interest in me over the years, whenever she finds me she...propositions me." Something about Chief's opaque visor had the air of a single raised brow plate.

They were making their way down the station towards one of the economic sectors, one of over a dozen scattered about the station. This one tended to have more arms dealers than average, but all kinds of merchants had set up shop, it was a good place to try and offload their cargo.

"So, what are you going to do after you get your cut?" Mallus asked, looking sideways up at the metal giant.

"We're going to the council." Cortana's voice came out of Chief's speakers. It was odd to see such a large person but to hear that feminine voice. "If we want to get home I don't really see another option. Nobody else has the backing to attempt something this big."

"There are a few other options." Mallus scratched his mandibles thoughtfully as they entered the market sector. He didn't exactly trust them, but they had helped defend his ship, he felt he owned the human genuine advice. "There are a few corporations that might have the science to try it, or any of the singular governments. You're probably partial to the Alliance, but the Asari have some of the most advanced technologies, they might be able to get you back." He passed a stand selling dextro food. His stomach grumbled loudly. "The Salarians too." He wordlessly pointed out what he wanted, the quarian attendant looked up in awe at Chief as he quickly assembled Mallus' order.

"Thanks, we'll look into it." Cortana said. She sounded on edge. Could AI be on edge? Mallus dug into his food and continued walking, ignoring the dozens of shops and stores lining the busy street and turning into a smaller, cramped one that ran off the side. At first Mallus wasn't pleased about having an AI on board his ship, but she hadn't tripped any of the countermeasures he had Walesh and Zo put up, so either she wasn't a threat or she was a **huge** threat.

The smaller street wound through the station, they only passed a few people now, and they all skirted around them nervously. Mallus wasn't sure that was because they were afraid of him or Chief. That was just how people acted in this part of Omega. They came to a burly Batarian man guarding a door, he glared with all four eyes at a passing human woman. She flinched and sped up, not even looking at him or Chief. Mallus planted himself in front of the batarian and smiled his best, most charming smile.

"Hello, my good man! Would you do us a favor and let us inside for a bit? We've got some wares we'd like to get rid of at a fair price." It was a perfectly harmless statement, clear and nonthreatening.

"Buzz off Mallus, he don't want to see you." The guard growled.

"Ah c'mon Dreg, he can't still be sore about last time." Mallus scoffed, "I'm the one that got shot," he reminded the batarian.

"He also don't like being lied to."

"Who lied?" Mallus said defensively. "He never asked if it was marked, I remember it perfectly." He shook his head. "That doesn't matter now, just take this into him and tell him it's from me." Mallus held up a single bullet from the Dawn to Dreg. "I promise you it's not marked."

Dreg stared at the bullet, all four eyes blinked. "Fine." He snatched the round out of Mallus' talons and stormed inside, the door hissing shut behind him.

Mallus hummed quietly to himself as they waited. Chief looked down at him curiously. "You know this person?" He asked.

"Oh yes. I've had plenty of dealings with him before." Mallus rolled his right shoulder with a wince, "Thankfully he's a bad shot."

The door hissed open and Dreg poked his head out, he jerked his head for them to follow and walked back inside.

They entered a hallway with thirteen doors running along the right side. This place used to be an apartment complex before it was taken over and used as a personal castle. Half a dozen guards, batarian, human, and turian, stood in the hallway. The guard furthest back waved them forward and Dreg returned to his door. The guard, a turian, opened the door to a incongruously clean room, it had once been a room for greeting visitors, now it was a security checkpoint.

Mallus winced internally as the turian looked at his face and frowned, the guard's colony markings stood out in dark blue on his face, Mallus' bareface never went unnoticed, especially to other turians. The guard pointed at a table in the center of the room.

"Weapons." He ordered. Mallus obligingly dropped his pistol, the only weapon he took with him today, with a reassuring look Chief did the same.

_I don't think he's any less dangerous thought, _Mallus chuckled.

"Meles will see you now." The guard waved them towards the other door and kept his weapon drawn as he followed them in.

Inside the apartment was a stark contrast. The harsh, gunmetal floor and walls were partially hidden behind soft carpets and graceful paintings. Broad, pale sheets were hung on the walls to hide the dull metal, giving the room a pale look to it. In the center of the room sat a dark suited volus studying the bullet that had disappeared with Dreg, a black bowlers hat perched on his head.

Chief's head tilted an almost imperceptible amount. Mallus chuckled softly. Meles usually had that effect.

"Palavan-clan." Meles nodded curtly to Mallus, a sharp breath rushed into his suit. "Earth-clan?" Chief nodded. Another breath. "Now, what've you got for me this time Mallus, hmm?" Meles asked, "more marked goods?" His voice had a sharp acidity to it.

Meles," Mallus said reasonably, "How was I supposed to know that food was marked?" He asked. _Besides the fact that it was liberated from the Hegemony…._ He didn't say that part out loud. "Who even checks for molecule stamping on food out here anyway?"

Meles took another breath. "Aria." He said.

Mallus winced. "Right."

"The fact that I was selling food that did not come," a pause for breath, "through Aria's networks displeased her." Meles said. "And as you know, such displeasure can be," a breath, "costly." The volus shifted uncomfortably, the bowler hat wobbled dangerously and he took a breath. "I doubt a small cache of human ammunition can balance my losses." He flicked the bullet at Mallus, who raised a hand halfway to catch it before Chief's hand shot out and snatched it from the air.

"A small cache?" Mallus asked, shooting Chief a mixed look of impressed and concerned. "What makes you say that?"

That piqued his interest. Meles crossed his arms. "How many do you have?" He asked cautiously, sharing a look with one of his men.

"Enough." Mallus said, crossing his own arms. He didn't want to say exactly how much he had, it was always best to know more than your buyer.

"What do you want for them?" Meles asked.

Mallus chuckled. "I seem to remember a tight suited volus telling me something about not bargaining against yourself." Mallus stroked his mandibles thoughtfully.

"Very well." Breath. "I'll give you two hundred per round."

"Ha!" Mallus shouted a burst of laughter. "And here I was thinking of the Volus as master bargainers." Mallus' laughter died with unnatural quickness. "Five-fifty." He retorted.

"Three."

"Five. Fifty." Mallus repeated.

"I cannot go higher than three fifty. I have a reputation to uphold, you see." Meles argued mildly. He sounded unsure, but Mallius knew him too well, he would play uncertainty as long as he could, stubborn but he could be swayed.

"What did Aria do?" Mallus asked conversationally.

"Wha-?" Meles started. "She, uh, she had some of my men killed and roughed a few of my...patrons." A protection scheme then. Meles was a greedy and selfish bastard, Aria had stuck a blow to his credibility by attacking those he had in his protection racket. No doubt he held the blow to his accounts as a higher insult than his men's deaths.

"Hmmm, shame." Mallus tapped his chin, affecting deep thought. "Doesn't Aria have a human friend in town?" Mallus asked. "Monovan Dock? Or something?"

"Donovan Hock." Meles corrected snappishly. "Yes."

Mallus continued without really listening. "Doesn't he collect a lot of old human weaponry?"

"Well ye-"

-And it bethought of as useful to have a friend of Aria's think highly of you?" Mallus asked innocently. "Imagine how happy he'd be if he had a steady and stable supply of ammunition for his ancient guns." A smug grin displayed rows of needle sharp teeth. "Which I will be happy to provide to you, for five fifty apiece."

Meles glared at Mallus, somehow, then relented. "Fine," He said. "Five hundred fifty credits per bullet." He held out his hand for mallus to shake.

"Best idea you've had all day." Mallus shook the offered hand firmly.

* * *

><p>Unfortunately for Zo, there was really only one person who would be able to afford to buy what she was selling. Mallus wouldn't approve, but he knew that there was no one else save the mercs that would buy this kind of tech, and he hated them more than Aira.<p>

Zo lead her group to the front steps of Afterlife, the pounding music was audible even here, the deep bass thrummed through the walls. Considering those walls and doors were designed to hold under explosive decompression, that was actually rather impressive.

"C'mon you three," she said, striding past a elcor bouncer and a loudly complaining human. She kept her datapad clutched tightly in her talons, it was set to crash if it went more than 2 meters from her omni tool and they were getting expensive to replace.

"Gee, ain't never been to a place like this before." Kalia's voice was more than a little awed as she tried to look seven directions at once with wide eyes. Sometime Zo really wanted to see what kind of backwater asari colony that girl was raised in.

"Heh, reminds me of my Chora days. Glad I got out when I did." Janeth glared at a pack of humans who seemed to want to start trouble as they passed into the club proper.

"Loud music and bright lights," Walesh tapped his chin thoughtfully. His eyes flinched closed intermittently from the flickering lights. "Would make a firefight difficult, or possibly easier, already acclimated to loud bangs and flashes."

"Either way a firefight is bad, dear." Zo patted Walesh's arm gently.

Walesh nodded. "Of course."

The four of them strode through the masses packing the club. The place was a sensory overload, pounding music, flashing lights, the smell of a hundred bodies pack too close. Zo wrinkled her nose plates. "Janeth," She ordered, "make a path." The krogan grinned and took the lead, Zo caught his arm as he passed. "No casualties this time," she whispered in his ear. Janeth lowered his head and took a single solid step into the throng. Then another, and another. Step by step he pushed on the crowd until it gave way, either to the physical force or simply the intelligence of getting out of a krogan's way. Walesh followed easily beside Zo and Kalia trailed behind, still tried to look at everything, just now she got fewer jostles and bumps doing it.

The crowd opened up on the other side to a barefaced turian standing beside a set of stairs leading to a platform overlooking the dancefloor. "Grizz." Zo nodded at him. Grizz nodded back. Zo held up a data pad. "Got an offer for her." Grizz looked up the stairs, waiting silently.

After a moment he looked back at Zo. "Go'on up," he said.

When Zo made it to the top she was greeted by a half dozen guards and the woman herself. Aria.

"Welcome, Zolal." Aria didn't get up from her seat. she sat on her couch languidly, as though she were totally relaxed without a care in the galaxy. Zo knew that was a ruse, Aria was always dangerous, those that forgot usually died. "Has Mal changed his mind yet?" She asked. "Offer still stands, I don't hold open offers often you know."

"We're aware of your hiring policies," Zo said flatly. "I have an offer for you." She took a step forward and dropped the datapad on the couch, ignoring the guards tensing and reaching for their weapons.

Aria picked up the datapad curiously. "Why," she flipped through the screens, "would Mallus bring this to me?" She didn't react one bit to the information on the pad, not so much as a flicker of interest or excitement to show for looking at a breakthrough in power generation. She leaned forward to brace her elbows on her knees. "He'd rather deal with 'honest folk.'" The scorn around the last words was nearly visible in the air.

"He's not bringing it to you," Zo said firmly. "I am." Aria arched a brow at her.

"And why are **you**?" Aria asked.

"Because I know that you're one of the very few people that can actually use this tech in the terminus." Zo crossed her arms. "And you're one of the even fewer that wouldn't have me killed and just take it off my corpse." Zo worked her jaw. "And I know that you'd use it to protect the people of Omega, which is more than I can say for any of the other buyers."

Aria flicked her eyes up away from the datapad, the rough schematics in it were enough to give an idea of what the tech was, but not detailed enough to give away everything about it. They would get the details once the deal was made. "Thats a very large assumption." She said quietly. She sat back, "You don't think I would use this to further my own ends?" Aria asked, her voice carried a kind of amused condescension

"Oh I know you would." Zo said through gritted teeth, "But those ends will ultimately keep the terminus balanced, which is good for the regular people. You're the lesser of the evils around here." She hated talking to Aria, the asari was a stuck up power trip with an ego the size of her own station, but in the end she kept things in check.

Aria took a deep breath, her eyes far off, considering. "This is too big for your little scrap crew, where'd you get it?" She said suddenly, tossing the pad. Zo caught it deftly with one hand.

"Nothing will be traced back to you," Zo said. "They're clean."

"Bull," Aria spat. "This is something people spend billions - no trillions, on." She slapped the datapad with the back of her hand. "Nobody just loses something like this and just forgets about it." The asari stood slowly, staring Zo in the eyes with a glare that rivaled the most experienced Krogan battlemaster. "I don't like being lied to," she said softly.

Zo's glare held just as much heat. "Well I'm not lying, so why don't you shove it up your-"

"-Perhaps," Walesh broke in. "The deal can be made in stages, yes?" He looked at Zo and Aria in turns. "Basic plans first, paired with basic payment. If all is well then the deal progresses, if dangerous, then deal is off without harm. Yes?"

Aria switched her gaze to Walesh, who valiantly only withered a little bit. "That still leaves you with my money if it goes bad," She said. She thought about it for a moment, turning to stare down at the writhing dance floor below. "Fine," she snapped. "But if it goes bad then I will take back every credit back." She turned back, bright blue eyes boring into pale turian and dark salarian. "Every. Single. One."

Zo opened her mouth.

"Agreed." Walesh blurted out before she could speak. Zo flashed Walesh a look; a _we'll talk later_ look

Zo drew a deep breath through her nose, her jaw clenched tight; she hated capitulating to this woman. "Agreed," she said finally. "Assuming our...supplier approves the deal." Aria arched an eyebrow slowly. "He doesn't want his tech falling into the 'wrong' hands." Zo explained tiredly. She didn't know what they were still doing with the strange human, but she did not trust him. _He's leaving after this anyway,_ she thought. _Everything will go back to normal soon._

"How soon can you guarantee the deal?" Aria sat back down on the couch.

"WIthin the day." Zo brought up her omni tool and tapped a message to Mallus. They would meet up at a quieter place and discuss the deal with Chief. "Now if our business is finished?" Zo didn't wait for an answer, she spun on her heel and marched down the stairs, nodding to Grizz as she plunged into the crowd. This time she didn't wait for Janeth to make a hole, she made her own.

Once out in the open air she slowed, she stood and waited for the rest of her group to catch up. Walesh was right behind her and Kalia trailed behind him. Janeth stumbled out a minute later, a drink in each hand and several pairs of undergarments strung over his deep red forehead plate.

Zo looked at Walesh, his eyes were huge and seemed to see so much and so little at the same time. "You know we basically just took out a **loan **from Aria, right?" She asked. Walesh smiled lightly. "You know what Aria does to people to don't pay her back?"

"Seemed only way to complete deal without firefight." he said quietly. Kalia was still awestruck by Afterlife and Omega in general. "Two powerful women together make poor discussion partners. Excellent combatants, however." Zo smiled back and pressed her forehead to Walesh's. "Besides," he said. "Firefights **are** bad, correct?"

Zo chuckled under her breath. "Yes," she said, "Yes they are." She glanced down at her omni tool, they still had some time before Mallus and Chief unloaded the Titanium A. "We have some time to kill." She turned to walk, draping an arm over walesh's shoulders and drew him close. "What do you say we find something real to eat and pass the time?"

"Sounds agreeable." Walesh said, he wrapped his arm around her waist.

"You're dismissed!" Zo called over her shoulder at Janeth and Kalia. "Be back on the ship by 0600 tomorrow!" Just before she passed out of earshot she heard Kalia's voice.

"Hey, weren't I supposed to be the one that did the dealing?" Janeth chuckled and the sound of crowded Omega swallowed them up.

* * *

><p>"Don't move!" The young human man held a pistol with an unsteady hand at the two men. "Give me your money!" He shouted. His voice echoed in the dark alley they had tried to make a shortcut of. There must not be much of a police force, for a mugging to happen in a residential district like this one.<p>

Chief looked at Mallus. _Really?_ He thought, this child must be desperate indeed, to try and rob them. The turian subtly gestured at the youth. "Look at his teeth," he whispered. The boy's teeth were stained an orange-red colour, they chattered noisily as he tried to aim at them. His arm waved erratically and the gun shook.

"Drugs?" Chief asked. Mallus nodded.

"Red Sand," he said. "It hits humans hard, gives a slight biotic thrill ride though, be careful."

"Threat?" Chief asked. He didn't see much of one in the child, but the drug's effects could be unpredictable.

"No," Mallus said quickly. "Not much of one, I just don't want to hurt the kid." he looked over the assailant. "He's not even armoured, probably doesn't even know what he's doing, thinks we're tourists or some such."

Chief turned his speakers off. "Cortana, set motion tracker to all motion and no IFF data."

"Done." She said, she still sounded off, what was going through her head?

the speakers clicked back on. "Put that down." Chief said. He slowly stretched out his hand, his eyes flicked to his motion tracker, it registered hundreds of targets behind him, the street full of people. Chief took a step to the side, the youth shifted his aim to follow. The alley was narrow, but it got the boy's aim away from the civilians. Chief took a step closer. The youth didn't take a step back; his eyes were wide and bloodshot, his had a wild look to him. Definitely not someone who was thinking things through.

The boy glowed blue for a moment, Chief's eyes flicked back to his tracker, a grey blip rushed at him from behind. Chief pivoted smoothly and thrust a hand out, stopping dead a heavy bin with a deafening clang; it glowed with the same sapphire aura as the boy. _I'm glad I we researched biotics,_ Chief thought he quickly turned back to the child. Mallus was kneeling over his prone form.

"Quick, we need to get him to a hospital." Mallus snapped; the boy's mouth leaked a rust coloured foam, and he shook from head to toe. He picked up the boy and hefted him over his shoulder. "Can you do a search for a medical facility?"

"Why do you care?" Chief asked. "He tried to rob us."

"He's just a kid!" Mallus shouted. Chief said nothing. "Fine!" He snapped, bringing up his omni tool. "I'll do it."

"Cortana?" Chief asked.

"Already on it," Cortana said busily. "I'm starting to get the hang of these weird systems. They're not too from from dealing with Forerunner decryptions mixed with covenant system structure."

"Yes yes yes," Mallus waved his hand to hurry her on. "Where do we go?"

"Uuuuh, there!" She said, "I'm putting a waypoint marker Chief's HUD." Chief glanced at the blue marker. _Almost 4 klicks._ He gestured for Mallus to give him the boy.

"How long has he got?" Chief asked, stooping and holding out his hands.

"twenty minutes, being generous." Mallus placed the boy in Chief's arms.

"He'll be there in five." Chief bent his knees, getting ready to run, the path twisted and turned, he'd never be able to run flat out.

Mallus checked his omnitool, "Alright I got the location, small clinic abou-" Chief pounded his legs and shot forward, leaving a very surprised Mallus in a large cloud of dust.

"Alright, thats fine." The captain's voice said over the comm. "I'll just...catch up later."

Chief bolted through the many twisting hallways of the station, trying as best he could not to jostle the boy too much. Crowds jerked back in alarm and a cloud of angry shouts and calls followed him whenever he met people; luckily there weren't' too many people out in this section, he managed to only clip one person on the way, a human in blue armour. He went down like a jackal without a shield, the others tried to chase him, but they were quickly reduced to retreating specks in his motion tracker as he ran.

He was almost there. Chief leapt down full flights of stairs and dashed by a very surprised looking receptionist before he slowed, his armour's soles cracking noisily against the clinic's floor.

"This man needs help," He said, gently laying him down on a near by gurney.

"Came to the right place." A quick paced voice said. _Sounds like the pilot, _Chief thought. An old looking salarian bustled in from a back room. "Daniel, look over patient, I will be in shortly."

Chief looked down at the salarian, who he assumed was the doctor here. "He had taken red sand."

The doctor nodded, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "Overdose, addiction and tolerance are a bad combination." He drew a deep breath. "Will do what we can," he said. "Thank you for bringing him. Mr-?"

"Chief."

"Chief? Interesting." The doctor's eyes swept over him. "Armoured, military, human, obviously, no visor room for second set of eyes. Rank given as name, Operation's Chief? Alliance not fond of dehumanizing personnel, so a free agent, rouge Cerberus perhaps? might explain presence on omega. No, would have taken off such distinctive armour to blend. Perhaps-"

"Doctor!" A panicked voice called from the back rooms. The salarian shook himself out of his head.

"Coming!" He called, hurrying back. "A pleasure to meet you." The doctor said pleasantly, there was no indication that a young man's life was at risk. "Doctor Mordin Solus, please stay, additional questions may be in order," and he scurried away before Chief could say anything.

"Huh," Cortana huffed admiringly into his helmet. "He's almost half as fast as I am."

Chief frowned thoughtfully behind his visor. A part of Dr Solus reminded him of Halsey. Nothing of the outside of course, Halsey was cool and calculating where Solus was wild and energetic; but they both held a look behind the eyes, a look that whispered at a deep well of secrets and knowledge that most people simply couldn't understand. Chief knew from experience that those secrets held weight, and that salarian held more than his fair share on his shoulders.

A pounding at the clinic's doors drew Chief's attention. "D'ya think someone's injured?" Cortana asked.

The doors slammed open with a force that could only come from aggression and a handful of men in blue and white armour spilled into the clinic, each held a weapon, assault rifles and shotguns made the majority. The leader, Chief assumed at least, pointed a pistol at him.

Chief's hands curled into fists. "Someone's about to be."
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The batarian leader of the merc squad coughed weakly, odd colored blood spilled over his lips and his legs dangled a foot off the floor. "What are you?" He coughed, looked down at Chief's grip on his armour's chest piece. Chief wordlessly dropped the alien, he turned to look at the six other mercs, all on the ground. Two of them lay still while the others groaned in pain. Chief hadn't tried to kill anyone, but it seems that the batarians and the turians are about as fragile as normal humans.

The captain looked up at Chief, his eyes fluttered from pain and blood loss. "You didn't even draw…" he mumbled before his eyes slid closed.

"You really didn't go easy on him," Cortana said in his ear. "Did you have to kill those other two?"

"Hit harder than I meant to." Chief said. Well, he hit harder than he **needed **to anyway. The fight had spilled out into the halls outside the clinic. looking behind him Chief saw a cluster of wide-eyed faces peering out from the lobby. You don't attack the sick or injured.

"I think you may have scared the locals, Chief." Cortana said wryly. An excitable form bustled out from between the faces. Dr Solus quickly ran his eyes over the scene.

"Blue suns." He said. "Well trained, distinct combat rolls, short range sentinels accompanied by long-range infiltrators and soldiers." He shifted his gaze to Chief. "Neutralized efficiently." his eyes flicked down to Chief's hands and pistol still strapped to his thigh. "Without drawing a weapon. Impressive." He smiled. "Wanted to tell you, young man will pull through. Daniel staying with him for now, came to check on you." he kneeled to check on one of the suns. "Unnecessary, it would seem." He stood back up and offered a hand to Chief. "Thank you for protecting clinic, could have done it myself, but always nice to have help."

"You're welcome." Chief shook the hand.

Mallus burst through the clinic's doors. "I got here-" he looked at the array of bodies strewn about the floor "-as fast as I could," he finished lamely. He looked back up to Chief, still grasping hands with Dr Solus. "Damn, you're fast."

Chief released the doctor's hand. "I do my best."

"Hm." Mallus grunted. "So what's with the party?" He nudged one of the mercs with his foot.

"They seemed to be a little off put by the Chief's method of transportation," Cortana said. Solus jerked his eyes towards Chief. The Spartan heaved an internal sigh. "Oh, come on," Cortana hissed in his ear. "You don't think you could keep me from him did you? He'd figure it out eventually."

"Different voice?" Dr Solus crossed one arm over his chest and cradled his chin with the other. "Could be off site handler, communicating and making tactical judgements to increase survival rates? No, no would limit area of operations to relay systems and extranet capable areas. Hmmm." The salarian paced back and forth, two steps each way. "Internal system then, suit capable of storing advanced VI processes."

"Hi," Mallus offered a hand. "Captain Mallus Renaldus of the ISV Quiet Repose." He retracted his hand when Dr. Solus didn't respond, the salarian was absorbed in Chief's armour.

"From what I understand of VIs, you're close, but no cigar," Cortana said.

Solus took another look at Chief's suit. "Hmm, no, implied understanding of humor, emotional inflection…." His eyes widened. "Impossible…." he gasped. "Fully aware AI _inside _armour. Not possible with modern technology, Not possible." His head tilted to the side like a curious bird. "Where do you come from?" He asked. His tone made it clear he wasn't asking for simple coordinates.

Chief got the impression of Cortana's eyebrows rising. "Wow, he's good," she said admirably.

Dr Solus smiled. "I do my best."

"I think It's best that we continue this conversation in a more private setting," Mallus said quietly. Most of the waiting patients had cleared out during the violence, but a handful of men and women, along with the clinic staff, made a small audience.

Dr Solus nodded, "agreed," he said. "I have an office in the back, please follow." He hurried toward the rear of the clinic. "Daniel, please clean up mess in lobby, dead and dying not good for patient's state of mind." The Salarian clapped a young human on the shoulder as he passed. "Treat the injured and ensure the dead are returned."

Chief frowned behind his visor.

"You're rather kind to the men that would have killed you given the chance," Cortana observed, effectively voicing Chief's own thoughts.

"Being disrespectful would only antagonize Suns further, causing more damage long term; besides, the dead deserve respect." Solus said over his shoulder. Chief heard something in his voice, some small sadness.

Chief and Mallus followed the doctor to a back room, it was dark and packed full with everything from treatments to medical textbooks. "Is this wise?" Chief asked.

"I've heard of Solus," Mallus whispered, "started this clinic up a bit ago, been under fire from the Blue suns and Eclipse ever since."

"What's their problem?" Cortana asked.

"Not too often someone in Omega refuses to pay protection who's not already protected." Mallus looked at the doctor appraisingly. "Must be a tough bastard."

"He doesn't look like much," Cortana said. The salarian turned to face the three of them.

"Now," Dr Solus said. "Realize we are largely unacquainted, but as scientist, have to ask. Who are you?" His large eyes bored into Chief's. That was a look that Chief was familiar with, a look that almost always graced Halsy's face.

"They're Cerberus experiments." Mallus put in quickly. "Escaped or somesuch, they're a bit closed mouthed about it to be fair." His eyes darted to Chief. "I picked them up in the Xe Cha system and just helping them-"

"No." Solus interrupted, sparing Mallus a moment's glance before returning to Chief.

Mallus looked between Chief and the Doctor. "...No?" he asked uncertainly.

"No," Solus repeated. "Not Cerberus, not Alliance. Using technology not invented. AI require large amounts of hardware, not possible to store inside a single suit of armour."

"I- uh- well you see."

"It's fine," Chief said, waving Mallus off. "Cortana?"

"Best guess is we're from an alternate reality of some kind," Cortana said. Solus listened with rapt attention. "Our ship encountered a slip-spatial anomaly and we made our way here somehow, now we're just trying to find a way home."

"Hmmm," Dr. Solus pinched his chin as he thought. "Yes, possible. Can't know for sure though. Metaphysics not my area of expertise, would like to take tissue samples, if possible." He raised a bottle and a scalpel hopefully.

"No." Chief said flatly.

Solus shrugged, "had to ask." He put the tools away and turned his gaze back to Chief, "is it possible to talk to your A.I.?" He asked. "Many things could be learned from simple conversation, some matters sensitive, I understand. But a conversation with true sentient construct is not everyday occurrence." His request was so sincere Chief couldn't help but consider it.

"What harm could a conversation do?" Cortana asked. "Besides, it could be a good place to get information."

Chief reached back and yanked Cortana out of his helmet, he held the chip out and Cortana ghosted out of the holo-disc to sit cross-legged on a nearby table. "Use your discretion," he said.

Mallus drew Chief away from the salarian, "how long is this going to take?" He asked. "We do have a schedule to keep to, that titanium won't sell itself."

Chief's visor glinted at him in the harsh, artificial light. "You wanted the boy saved," he said.

"True," Mallus agreed, 'but I didn't sign up for a whole universe debriefing afterwards. You can learn all the strange and wonderful from the extranet."

Chief glanced back at Cortana, a diminutive cross-legged form speaking to an animatedly enraptured Dr Solus. "How long till the buy?" He asked.

Mallus glanced at his omni-tool and sighed, "we've got a while until we need to meet the buyer, and not too far to go." He looked back up at the spartan, "I suppose we can spare a time." he said tiredly.

Chief nodded and turned to watch the other two, crossing his arms.

* * *

><p>"He's really quite intelligent," Cortana said, riding comfortably inside of chief's armour again, "one of the quickest organic minds I've ever met."<p>

"Learn anything valuable?" Chief asked, keeping his speakers off.

"Mostly biology," Cortana said with a verbal shrug. "But he was very knowledgeable about the krogan and the salarian governments, or lack thereof in the krogan's case. I'll put together an info packet for you."

Mallus and Chief delved into the station, bypassing the press and noise of the markets and heading straight for a warehouse district. The bustle and colour of commerce were quickly replaced by the dull and drudgery of hard work. The lights and signs designed to lure in customers were gone, only rough clothes and simple denoting of which warehouse was which. There was no need to try and entice people here, only those who needed to be worked here.

"The buyer wanted to meet off the grid," Mallus said absently, checking his omni tool map and turning sharply to walk in a different direction. "You know these business types, always thinking someone is out to take what's theirs." He looked up at a warehouse sign, tucked away in the smallest corner of a tiny back alley. "I've known spectres less jumpy. This is it." He opened the door and walked in. Chief noticed he kept his hand close to his pistol

"Cortana?" He asked quietly with silent speakers.

"I'm not finding anything wrong," she mumbled, busy searching through the systems. "but I'll set your tracker just in case and run sweeps."

Chief followed Mallus inside and kept his own hand close to his pistol grip. The small warehouse descended several flights of stairs, opening up into a large space, with only a few crates and boxes scattered around the room. A single human man stood on the far side of the room directly under one of the few lights in the place, the corners and the far edges were all shrouded in darkness.

"That's far enough." The man raised a hand to stop the pair before they were even halfway to him. "We are fully aware of who you are Mister Renaldus and your friend's rather...particular skill." The man smiled at their blank faces. "My employer makes it a point to never do business with an unknown entity."

"They were watching us," Mallus whispered. "Probably as soon as I set up this little meeting, which means they were privy to your little dust-up with the Suns."

Chief kept his gaze fixed on the man. Cortana opened a private channel to Mallus. "Good thing he doesn't know anything then," she said dryly.

"I thought we would be meeting the man himself." Mallus called out. "Not lap varren with shiny shoes"

The man smiled broadly, "My employer is a careful man with many enemies, I assure you I am completely capable of conducting business on his behalf.

Mallus glanced up at Chief. "He says he's willing to deal, and he can pay up front. You'll be having a hard time finding easier creds than this."

Chief hesitated.

"We need the credits, Chief," Cortana said in his ear. "We won't get anywhere without money."

"We'd survive," Chief told her quietly.

"But we won't be able to get back," She countered. "Without major funding we won't be getting anywhere with the big powers here."

"Fine." Chief said inside his helmet. He turned his speakers on. "We're good." He said.

"Fine and dandy." Mallus murmured. "Alright, let's get this done," He shouted across the distance and pulled out the small sample he'd brought with him. He took two steps and tossed the chunk of titanium to the man. The human caught it deftly and ran his omni-tool over it.

"Hmm," he said. "You weren't lying." He sounded mildly surprised. "Where did you get it?"

"Very far away," Mallus said flatly. "Now you'll get the rest of that once me and mine have found a nice bundle of credits nestled comfortably in our account."

"Of course." The man said graciously. He brought up his omni tool and tapped a series of commands into the interface. "The transfer should occur momentarily." He smiled genially

A small light flashed on the back of Mallus' hand. A quick check showed a sizable transfer of credits into the Repose's shared account.

Mallus grinned widely, showing an array of needle-like teeth. "Just a delight doing business with you and yours."

"The coordinates of the rest?" The man asked.

"Chief, I'm seeing some odd activity on the local systems," Cortana warned. "Attempting to identify."

Mallus tossed a data pad across the floor. "The hull is sitting in a little nebula at those coordinates."

The man picked up the data pad and flipped through its contents. He smiled, this time it was rather less comforting. "Verified," he said loudly.

"Chief, someone is trying to hack Mallus' omni-tool!" Cortana snapped distractedly.

"Its a trap." Chief placed a hand on the turian's shoulder.

"Someone's hacking into your omni-tool trying to take back the money." Cortana added over a the comm.

Mallus scowled, "Deal is done," he called out to the man, "No need for further unpleasantness."

The Man's smile took on a predatory glint, "My employer did not rise as far as he did by giving out credits he doesn't have to," he said. "Which is why some are interplanetary business owners, and others are two bit salvagers on a scrap heap."

Mallus sighed, "shouldn'ta said that," he said tiredly, drawing his pistol, "now I have to put a hurt to you just for calling my boat a scrap heap." He lowered his voice. "Can you stop it?" He asked,

"Yes," Cortana said firmly. Mallus nodded. "Probably," she added. Mallus glared at the two of them for a moment.

"Alright," Mallus said, "Find'em and put a hurt to him. Myself and Chief will have our fun out here." He raised his voice again. "You might want to be stopping that intrusion into my privacy." He tapped the pistol's barrel against his armoured thigh. "Health concerns, you see."

"Mr Renaldus," The man started with condescension dripping from his lips, "did you really think I came alone to meet a known pirate?"

"Truth?" Mallus asked, "no, but I'd hoped they had the good sense to let business stay business." His arm snapped up and a half dozen rounds blasted into a darkened corner in quick succession, the shot's echoes rang tinny from the metal walls followed by a dull thud. " And to never assume you're perfectly hidden."

A flash of shock flitted across the man's face for an instant everyone stared at the corner, then the man recoiled to the rear of the warehouse with a hoarse shout. "Kill them you idiots!"

Gunfire flashed around them in an instant, at least half a dozen muzzle flares burst from darkened corners and rafters.

Mallus dashed back to a thick crate for cover, and Chief drew his weapon and sprinted for a corner, his helmet light flicking on. The gunma - woman - was an asari, holding a angular rifle which fired in bursts. She recoiled in surprise at Chief speed before the spartan swept out her legs and slammed a fist into her side. She went down and did not get up.

Chief's brutal action forced the hostiles to shift their fire away from Mallus, whose shields were down and crackling around him as he scrambled for cover. Once the bullets stopped hammering his crate he shot out from cover and filled his clip towards a patch of rafter that seemed particularly dangerous. If the gunman shouted or made any sound of pain it was lost in the sounds of gunfire, but a slender bodied rifle dropped onto the floor.

Chief dashed and wove as much as he could, his shields flashed and died immediately and the rounds squashed harmlessly on his armour's plates, but it was always best to assume every bullet was dangero- A round found its way between his chest and shoulder plates to the black bodysuit beneath it, Chief grunted from the force and it threw his arm back as though a brute had barreled into his side. _There's another set of bruises. _Chief thought grimly as he slipped behind a crate, working his arm in a circle and wincing internally.

The gunmen were emerging from the dark, quickly realizing that camouflage was no longer effective cover and moving to the sparsely placed crates or to niches and lips in the metal walls. They wore armour of dark yellow with black symbols emblazoned across the chest and shoulders.

"Eclipse!" Mallus shouted over the gunfire. "Expect to see mechs any second!" His intel was good, Chief blindly rained down a hail of pistol fire at a covered enemy before sprinting full tilt for their location, before he got halfway a form dropped from the ceiling and unfolded into a pale, almost skeletal shape.

"Hostiles detected," the mech's calm voice announced, and it raised a pistol.

Chief didn't bother slowing down, nearly half a tonne of high velocity spartan smashed into the metal soldier, completely detaching an arm and cracking the faceplate severely.

"Retreat!" A salarian voice called. The merc Chief was charging broke from cover and ran for a door. This was a mistake. Two heavy pistol rounds broke the human woman's shield and a third slipped neatly into the merc's leg, between the plates. The voice called out again. "Let the mech take care of them!"

"Stay put." Chief kicked the fallen merc's weapon away and turned back. A dark shape was gliding into position overhead, directly between them and the mercs retreating through the rear doors. A metal block dropped to the floor with a deafening clang and quickly unfolded into a massive mechanical creature that loomed over even Chief.

"Spirits…" Mallus gasped.

The mech's cylindrical head swung towards them, "Target aquired," it said in a gravely electronic voice. It raised one of it's arms and a rocket blazed out, screaming towards Mallus' cover. The turian leapt from cover with a shout and scrambled away under a hail of machinegun fire.

Chief unloaded his pistol on it.

The mech turned towards Chief. "Well that didn't do much," Cortana said, breaking her long silence.

"Situation?" Chief asked, diving behind cover away from a heavy pelting from the mech's machinegun.

"I couldn't stop him." Cortana said tiredly. "I barely know how to navigate these systems, let alone fight someone who's an expert."

"They have the money?" Chief dashed out of the explosive reach of an incoming rocket, popping his pistol's thermal clip and slotting in a new one.

"Not exactly," Cortana upped her volume inside Chief's helmet to talk over the blasts issuing from his pistol. "He got into the account, but there wasn't anything there when he got there."

"Then where is it?"

Chief could almost hear her smile. "In the account of the newly born John Juanan-Saveen."

Chief silently raised an eyebrow.

"You try doing better under fire," Cortana said defensively.

"It's fine." Chief said, slamming his back into a crate. Mallus crouched behind another across the warehouse. He waved and pulled out a pair of discs. _Grenades._ Chief thought. He nodded and raised three fingers.

_Three, two, one._

Mallus activated the grenades and whipped his arm forward, like trying to skip a stone across water. The two discs latched onto the mech and Chief waited five seconds before dashing out of cover. The mech's arms swiveled to target him and Chief heard the machinegun spooling up before the grenades detonated, one after the other. The mech stumbled, taking two steps back from the shock while its arms flailed, spraying bullets into the floors, ceiling and walls.

"Keep it distracted!" Mallus shouted, following him out from cover.

Chief was already halfway to the mech when it regained it's footing. The arm holding the machine gun listed to the side, but the rocket launcher leveled evenly and its ordinance screamed out at him. For an instant time slowed, like everything but him was immersed in thick oil. The rocket inched closer to his face; slowly, as though he were swimming, Chief swung his head around the rocket and slammed his fist into it's side.

Time slammed back into its normal pace and a stabbing headache bloomed behind Chief's eyes. He ignored the pain and leapt as high and he could onto the mech's body. "Weak points?" He asked. A series of waypoints wordlessly flashed onto his hud and Chief busied himself with hammering on them with terrible force.

The mech swung its broken arm at him, and Chief made a desperate leap up and scrambled around to the mech's back, the arm did manage to pinch his ankle with a mighty clang. Chief kept pounding on the mech, who swung wildly, trying to rid itself of this pest. Chief had to give up on offense to favor avoiding the mech's attacks.

"It's distracted!" Cortana shouted over the comm. "Hurry up and do something!"

Chief was almost thrown by the sudden stop of motion, the mech dropped to it knees. Mallus stood next to it, his omni-tool wreathing his wrist and a slender blade extending half a meter from his hand into the mech's cylindrical head.

Mallus looked up to Chief, still clinging to the mech's back. "We should be running now." A low pitched whine began to emit from the mech, growing higher and more shrill. Chief and Mallus scrambled away and launched themselves behind cover seconds before a deafening boom and a powerful shockwave blasted the warehouse.

The two men breathed in the deafening silence.

"So that happened," Mallus said tiredly, shifting on the floor. "Did you see which way our friend went?"

"Maps show another exit to the warehouse on his side." Cortana said. "But no other street level exits, he could still be up there, the only other way he'd get out is some serious climbing skills or an airlift."

"Then let's go," Mallus got to his feet with all the grace of a hundred year old man with arthritis in both knees. He held his hand out to Chief.

Chief looked that the hand, "that won't end well for you," he said flatly. He stood up on his own.

Mallus took back the hand sharply. "Right," he said, almost smiling."Heavier than you look."

They approached the door and peeked inside. An empty dark office greeted them. Chief's helmet lights illuminated vacant desks and deactivated computers, as well as a staircase leading up.

Mallus swung into the offices with his pistol raised, sweeping across the space. Chief followed him and they made a quick check of the floor. "Clear," Mallus said quietly.

"Agreed." Chief looked to the stairs.

They approached cautiously, and as quietly as their armoured boots would allow. Chief swung his aim upwards as he stepped onto the first flight. Nothing. Mallus followed behind closely with searching eyes.

A second flight of stairs led up to another darkened floorspace, lit fitfully by a broad window spanning nearly the entire far wall, the window showed the dim red glow of the interior of Omega. A quiet tap on his shoulder turned Chief's head, Mallus held a finger to his lips and tapped his ear. Chief shut off his speakers and opened a private channel to Mallus.

"Count on remaining hostiles?" Mallus' voice was more than whisper quiet, it barely registered on the comm at all.

"I detected five hostiles fleeing the warehouse," Cortana said. "Not including whoever hacked your accounts and the businessman, expect a minimum of six hositles, likely waiting for extraction." Mallus nodded and moved forward, pistol raised.

Chief and Mallus swept the area as quickly as possible, but the dark offices made excellent hiding spaces, their progress across the floor was slow. Every desk and office was a hive of hiding places, each one potentially holding an armed mercenary or a patiently waiting mech.

"Spirits," Mallus whispered hoarsely, "this is more stressful than skyllian five with Aria."

"We're more than halfway done," Cortana said. "They're likely hiding close to the windows."

"True," Mallus whispered, "But I'm of a mind to **not** get ambushed from two sides." He stopped to stand behind a cubicle wall. "So we go nice and easy till we find them all."

Chief rounded the corner of a desk smoothly, pointing his pistol. "Agreed." The area was clear so he moved on.

They slowly moved closer to the far side of the offices, towards the broad window. Chief swung around a corner, for an instant the terrified face of an asari merc stared up at him, time slowed as she took a breath and his hands clasped over her mouth and delivered a powerful blow up into her abdomen. Her breath wooshed out of her mouth and her eyes roll up as she went limp. Chief soundlessly laid her on the ground before moving on, ignoring the powerful headache that followed.

Two more mercs were dispatched quietly, they were spread out, each one with a clear line of sight to the window, they were definitely waiting for an evac. Which meant that reinforcements were on their way-

A low rumble shook the room and a dark shape emerged from the gloom outside the window, a ship that looked not unlike a bird with wings fixed in mid arch roared into position before the window with a blinding spotlight trained into the building.

The window shattered and a hurricane of bullets tore into the office. "Covercovercovercover!" Mallus shouted over the comm. A handful of rounds impacted Chief's breastplate before he found cover, and the second the gunfire stopped shapes silhouetted by the gunship's lights appeared from their hiding spots and bolted for the door. One of those shapes had a slightly less bulky outline, Chief scooped up a chunk of concrete ripped out of the floor by the gunship's weapon and hurled it at the fleeing shape.

The shape went down with a satisfying thud and a rather unmasculine squeal. The remaining mercs reached the ship and it swiveled in the air to expose a personal hatch, they clambered on quickly and the gunship peeled off before they could count their survivors. Chief approached the fallen shape with a frown, he could have sworn the silhouette was the only one unarmoured, but he must have hit one of the asari or perhaps a human woman, because that shriek could not have come from-

The businessman lay on the floor, a jagged scrape across his skull oozing blood.

"Huh," Chief said.

"Yeah, I thought so too." Cortana agreed.

Mallus joined them over the body. "That was him?" He asked. "I thought you hit a particularly feminine salarian."

"let's get the survivors downstairs," Cortana suggested, "we should learn what we can from them."

"Yeah, I've got some questions myself," Mallus said.

"You take him and we'll take the other three." Cortana said. Mallus did a double take.

"Three? When did you?-" He cut off and sighed, bending to pick the human up.

Chief turned to pick up the closest of the mercs he'd incapacitated, then another, and another. They left the office, Mallus with the unconscious form of the businessman slung over his shoulder and Chief with bodies strewn over him like macabre Christmas decoration on an armoured tree.

Once they got back to the warehouse they piled the mercs in the center. Once was awake, the woman Chief had wounded. She was cursing loudly and applying some kind of gel to her leg. She looked up as they came back into the warehouse. "You!" She snapped angrily at Chief. "What the hell are you?!

Mallus arched a brow plate. "You might want to be a little kinder to the folks who hold your life in the balance," he said, dropping the business man with all the care and grace one gave a sack of potatoes. "All and all I have not had a stellar day," he growled, "and my moods will not improve by proximity to wounded human screeches."

"If you were gonna kill me you woulda done already." The merc scoffed. "You're a soft pair, a least Mr big over there is." She jerked her chin at Chief, dropping the mercs on the pile. "You didn't even kill anyone did you?" She sneered.

Mallus turned and raised a brow plate a Chief. "Really?" He asked, "No one?"

Chief didn't respond.

Mallus turned back to the merc. "Anyway, as much as I find mercs lowly bottom feeders with no moral compass or real reason to live, you were just doing your job, so I'm not inclined towards violence at this point in time." His pistol made a sharp clack as the mag clamps seized it and held it tight to his thigh. "but…" He unclasped the merc's helmet and revealed her face, gently tapping a talon on her skin. "I'm going to need to know who hired you."

"Ha!" She barked. "You think they tell us anything?" She jerked her head at the businessman, "He's the only one that knows anything."

Mallus noded gratefully, "Well thank you," he grinned and turned to Chief. "Can you wake him up?"

Chief glanced down at the unconscious man and flicked his ear.

"HOLY GOD IN HEAVEN THE PAIN!" The businessman's eyes snapped open and immediately contorted in a rictus of pain. He clutched his ear and rolled across the floor frantically, desperate to get away from the pain.

Mallus gave Chief a flat look. The spartan shrugged.

Mallus opened his mouth to speak, only to be interrupted by a pained shout from the businessman. "Who-" another howl, "What is-" another. " Who do you-" A shriek cut him off again. "Spirits!" Mallus growled and in half a blink his pistol was in his hand and three rounds made deep pockmarks in the warehouse floor next to the businessman's head.

The man stopped.

"Appreciate it," Mallus said gratefully. He kneeled and seized the human by his chin. "Now," he said, "We're going to have a chat. I'm going to ask you who you work for and you're going to valiantly refuse to tell," He grinned, showing a mouthful of his sharp teeth, "Then I'm going to ask again, with a little more...enthusiasm and you will-"

"Henry Lawson!" The man shouted. Mallus and Chief shared a look. "Henry Lawson, my employer is Henry lawson!"

"Now, y'see that's just sad," Mallus sighed. "I would not have enjoyed it, but take a little pride!" He said, "at least let me have to hurt you a little bit!"

"Oh God…" The man said, "He'll kill me for selling him out. I'm dead! I'm a dead man!"

"Now don't worry," Mallus said tiredly, "We'll make it look good." He drew his pistol and the man seized with terror. "Now where do you want it?" He asked politely.

"W-what?" he said. He glanced over Mallus' shoulder at Chief, who stared at the man impassively.

"The bullet." Mallus shook the pistol helpfully. "Where do you want it so it doesn't look like you just…" He searched for the right word, "gave up."

The businessman blinked. "uh, my leg?" He said uncertainly, "I guess?" His eyes widened, "Just a graze, though!"

Mallus hissed a sharp breath in. "Now you don't want it too small, now. You'll still look weak." he advised. "I'd suggest something in the shoulder area, plenty of damage and it's easy to avoid the major arteries." He pressed his barrel just below the man's shoulder. "Sound good?"

"I - uh, what?"

Mallus smiled, "Excellent!" He said brightly and pulled the trigger.

The man howled in pain once more and clutched his shoulder, where a neat bullet hole had punched through him entirely. Mallus turned and made to stand.

"Oh, and one more thing-" The butt of his pistol whipped forward and cracked the man in the head, knocking him sideways and into unconsciousness. "That was for insulting my boat." He said, and stood. "I think we're done here." He said, passing Chief heading toward the door. "Slap some medi gel on him." Mallus dropped a packet on the human woman as he passed.

The Merc scowled at the turian and what she assumed was a human as they passed, dropping a packet of medi gel without stopping. They walked out of the warehouse towards the street exit, very little to show that they'd just been through a firefight that most veterans would struggle to shake off. Just before they passed out of earshot she heard the turian ask the human, "so you're giving that money back right?"

* * *

><p>"So...it's a prison?" Commander Thomas Lasky asked, his XO Commander Sarah Palmer nodded. The bridge of the Infinity was lit only by the pale blue of the tactical map in the center, it was the night cycle on board and they were the only two present, most staff were getting rack time.<p>

"Our teams picked up a series of beacons, one in the center of the structure and on the far side. The second beacon was an imprint of a forerunner who briefly explained the nature of this installation."

"Who's inside?" Lasky asked. Palmer pressed back a strand of red hair that had escaped her normally immaculate bun.

"Forerunner war criminal," She said, "He hates humans, apparently."

Commander Lasky raised his eyebrows. "Good thing we didn't spring him by accident."

Palmer frowned, "My Spartans do not fiddle with unknown and untested alien technology."

"Well no," Lasky started, "But c'mon Sarah, it's not inconceivable that mistakes can be made."

Commander Palmer stood stiffly, "Not by Spartans." She said.

"Alright," Lasky conceded. "Anything else?" He asked.

"Majestic found an unusual slipspace device on their last scouting mission." Palmer said. "It's been brought to the Infinity for study."

"That's it?" Lasky asked.

"Yes sir," Palmer said.

"Then at ease," Lasky said easily. "I'm only acting captain, and only until we get back to the UNSC,"

"Until then you **are** the captain of this ship," Palmer said. "Permission to be dismissed?"

Lasky waved tiredly, "granted." Palmer saluted and left.

* * *

><p>"Commander, check this out." Joker didn't turn around when he spoke, he brought up a vid on the extranet.<p>

"Is this necessary?" Shepard asked, walking up to the cockpit. She'd wanted to check on their progress into the terminus systems, not look at joker's Asari 'live art'.

"Believe me, you'll want to see this." Joker swiped the vid across the piloting screens to the one closest to Shepard.

It was a HUD cam, Militaries use them for training, but some mercs have them so they can broadcast their missions, some people even pay good money for them. The image was shaky, and the audio was off, but the image of two armoured soldiers fighting a YMIR mech was unmistakable.

"What the-" Shepard's eye brows jerked up, "play that back again."

Joker grinned and complied. "Right?!" He asked excitedly.

Shepard paused it. The grainy image of a giant man in strange green armour punching a rocket from the air glared at her in the cockpit. Shepard stared at the image, running through every moment of her considerable military career and she said the only thing she could.

"What. The hell. Is that?"
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"So we're looking for a green...giant?" Garrus asked, his voice had an electronic tang from speaking through his helmet comm. The Omega station loomed over them through the cockpit windows.

"No, it's a green _robot _giant." Wrex was similarly armed and armoured, he had his omni tool open and was watching the video of the two soldiers fighting the YMIR. His helmeted head bobbed and bounced gleefully as he watched. "He he, I like this one," he said, looking up at Shepard. "Can we keep him if we find him?"

Shepard raised an eyebrow, "I don't know if he's potty trained." She said dryly, "besides why would that even happen? He's a complete unknown."

Joker looked over his shoulder, "Uh, Commander, you have a habit of collecting strays." He looked back and gently swerved the ship around a small asteroid. "I mean, there's Ashley, a soldier from a completely different company." He held up his hand and ticked fingers off. "Garrus, a surly C-Sec officer. Wrex and Liara, who are just random freak'n aliens that you seem to like, and Tali, a quarian." He shrugged. "Face it Commander, you like the strange and unknown."

Garrus looked at Joker, "You think I'm surly?" He asked, "I've always seen myself as more disgruntled than anything." Joker nodded thoughtfully and tapped something into his omni tool. "Maybe grizzled too." Joker nodded again and continued typing.

Shepard frowned, "what? I don't collect strays." She crossed her arms over her chest. "Those cases all made sense," she said stubbornly. "Garrus was after Saren, and Liara was involved with Benezia. Ashley got officially reassigned and Wrex-"

"-Actually I do just like to hit stuff." Wrex put in helpfully.

Shepard sighed, "Fine, but there's absolutely no reason to think this...thing would have any reason to accompany us on our mission. In fact, the only reason we **are** checking it out is because that vid made it back to the alliance and the council wants me to check it out." She jabbed a finger at the other three men in the cockpit. "I do not pick up strays!" She snapped, turning heel and marching into the airlock.

The three men shared a look. "Whats wrong with her?" Wrex asked, shrugging.

"I dunno," Joker said, "But she's been on edge ever since Liara left." Omega grew closer, the station now filled the front windows. "You guys should get ready, docking in five." Wrex and Garrus followed Shepard into the airlock, "and try not to piss her off!" Joker said as they rounded the corner.

"Yeah," Wrex grunted, "Even I don't want to deal with a pissed off Shepard." Garrus chuckled lowly but wholeheartedly agreed. Shepard might not be as strong as a turian or a krogan, but regardless of the odds, she usually came out on top.

"So what are we going to do when we find him?" Garrus asked as they walked into the airlock. Shepard quickly closed her omni tool, too quickly for Garrus to see what she had been looking at, but he could guess.

"It's armour configuration and doesn't match any known players on the board," Shepard said, her previous anger was gone, replaced by a cool tone and a relaxed expression. "The council wants to know who we're dealing with and what their intentions are."

"Why send us?" Wrex asked, flexing his arms absently. "We're not exactly the B-team."

"You did see the video, right?" Shepard asked dryly.

Wrex took a breath to argue the point before clapping his jaw shut. "Fair point." He mumbled, pulling out his shotgun, "shall we?" He said with an audible grin.

* * *

><p>Kai Leng strolled through the streets of Omega with the comfort one could only achieve by being the most dangerous thing in eyesight. The Illusive Man sent him after a vid circling the extranet. Kai was told to find them, if it was human he'd extend an offer, if not he'd eliminate the threat. Kai's hand brushed the pistol grip at his side, reassuring himself that it was still there. Killing something like <em>that<em> would be a challenge, he liked challenges.

Kai ducked into a back alley on the far edge of afterlife. He walked confidently to a pile of boxes and refuse and quickly dug into it. At the bottom of the pile wire bundled snaked out of the building and almost immediately sunk into the station deck. Ignoring the stench and filth, Kai seized the bundle and opened his omni-tool, tapping into it. A voice thinned by electronics filtered into the air.

"Did you hear about those Eclipse mercs?" A male voice said, turian.

"Yeah, an entire fire team plus mech backup wiped out by a two-man squad." Another man said, a batarian with a voice filled with derision. "I think they were all drunk, two people can't do that much damage."

"There was a vid, can't get a camera drunk, Garka," the turian pointed out.

"Ain't hard to fake a vid, anyone coulda done that," Garka said. "I heard that thing was seen tagging along with Renaldus, maybe old Mallus found himself a new bodyguard and he wanted to show him off." He chuckled, "must not be any good if he has to fake a vid to do it."

"I dunno," the turian said, "I've seen a few fakes on the extranet, you can always tell because of the pixels-"

Kai disconnected for the wire bundle and quickly buried it again under the trash and filth, he didn't need anyone else to know Afterlife's security was compromised and he had what he needed. A foot scuffing across the floor echoed down the alleyway. Kai's eyes snapped up to the entrance, where the dim shape of Afterlife's elcor bouncer blotted out a large portion of the incoming light. Kai quickly punched himself in the face and jumped headfirst into the filth.

"Yeah yu better ruun!" He slurred loudly, shaking his fist at the empty alley. He tried to stand, slipping in what he hoped was grease twice before he managed to acquire a wobbly balance as the bouncer got close enough to make him out. The bouncer looked down at Kai curiously.

"With stern authority; human, what are you doing?" The bouncer asked.

Kai swayed dangerously for a moment," Ah'm jus try'n t' enjoy my nithg." Some of his words were barely audible, distorted by drink as they seemed.

"With well-meaning pity; return home human, your night has gone on far too long."

Kai stumbled back a few steps. "Your face is too long!" He spat.

The bouncer took steps to loom over him. "With enraged fury; The length of my face is not of import, you will leave, now."

"Woah, woah!" Kai raised his hands defensively and stumbled away from the bouncer. "Ah'm go'n, ah'm goin'." He started walking unsteadily away, keeping the act up until he was several streets away from the club.

Kai straightened, scrubbing a layer of filth off his face and heading for his ship, his pace strong and steady. He needed a shower, and he had a lead. He brought up his omni tool and opened an extranet connection into a secure Cerberus database; he typed two words, 'Mallus Renaldus'.

* * *

><p>Chief looked down at Mallus as they lounged in some kind of food establishment in Omega's markets. Mallus was busy devouring a plate of what seemed to be mostly a variety of different meats sliced into strips. He ate with chopsticks oddly enough, a twin surprise, not only were chopsticks in this reality, they were accepted and used by different species.<p>

"Mmh," Mallus grinned around a mouthful for food before swallowing, "I know they're not your humans, but spirits if you folks don't make fine food." He dove back into the plate happily.

Cortana looked curiously through his helmet. "I thought turians couldn't eat human food?"

"We can't," Mallus said, gesticulating with his chopsticks. "But styles can change hands, if enough thought is made to keep everything as it should be." He went back to his plate, noisily slurping a long string of noodles. He looked sideways from his meal, "you can get something you know," he said around his noodles. "They sell levo food and some might call say you're rolling in it now, even after buying those." He nodded to the assortment of weapons and clips that they had recently bought for Chief. Some of which were apparently illegal in most 'civilised' places.

Chief shifted on the bench seat beside Mallus' stable. "I'm fine," he said. Mallus shrugged and continued his meal.

"Well, fancy seeing you here," Zo said as she and Walesh emerged from the packed crowd and sat down. Zo looked at Mallus with a soft smile. "So, how did the titanium buy go?" She asked sweetly.

Mallus froze with a mouthful of meat halfway in his mouth and shared a brief look with Chief.

Chief nodded. "It went well."

"So nothing odd, or dangerous happened that we should know about?" She asked. Mallus swallowed.

"No, not in particular," Mallus said slowly.

"Then can you explain how a vid of our friend defying physics managed to get into every omni tool in the galaxy?!" Zo snapped, slapping down a data pad with the vid of Chief deflecting the YMIR's rocket on a loop.

"It's not our fault we were attacked!" Mallus insisted. "All things involved I'd rather not get shot at but we didn't have a choice."

"And **I** thought we were trying to lie low with an inter-dimensional illegal alien super-soldier on board!" Zo hissed. "Not to mention River and Simon, you know what would happen to them if the wrong people-"

"-I'm aware." Mallus had stopped eating, his hands were by his sides and his body relaxed. Chief invisibly raised an eyebrow behind his visor. He'd seen that posture on Lord Hood and both of the Keyes. Mallus looked Zo in the eyes and spoke in a calm even tone, "now we got dealt a raw hand back there, no questions to it, but Simon and River are safe on the Repose and Chief is soon to be on his merry." His tone softened, he was talking to his friend now, not his subordinate. "I've got us this far Zo, don't start doubting me now."

Zo sighed, "Yes sir," She said with a smile, "never started, sir."

"Good," Mallus said, "Now we should get off this rock as soon as spirits allow. It's not safe, as my more than capable first officer has mentioned." He pushed away the plate of food stood, his Omni tool flashing briefly into existence as credits were transferred in payment. "Chief? You have all the goodies and party favors you need?"

Chief shrugged and stood, attaching the weapons to the mag-plates on his back and thigh. "I'll be fine," he said, he turned off his speakers, "Cortana?"

"I'm good, I've been integrating your new omni tool into your suit's systems. I should be able to operate it easily enough with some practise," Cortana said into his helmet, the A.I sounded tired. "It's still taxing, dealing with such odd systems."

Mallus nodded, "as talkative as ever, shall we?" He extended a hand towards the exit and brought up the rear of a rather strange line up.

Once outside, the four walked easily towards the docks and the Repose, their journey made easier by the ever-present bubble of space that surrounded Chief as he walked head and shoulders over nearly everything that wasn't an elcor.

"Wait up." Zo's voice turned the heads of the other three, she was looking at a small store tucked away in a space that seemed too small by half. "I promised River and Simon that I would get them souvenirs," She held out her elbow to Walesh, "If you would accompany me?" She asked.

"Happy to," he said brightly, "mutual consumerism important bonding activity in many cultures." He linked his arm through hers and they disappeared into the tiny shop.

"I'll wait here," Mallus called after the pair, "don't worry about it!" He chuckled and crossed his arms, leaning on the wall out of the way of the street traffic.

Chief joined him, standing straight-backed beside him with his hands clasped behind his back.

The street was packed with people, every space faring species known streamed through, most at least glancing at Chief, several stopped entirely to point and check their omnitools, looks of awe across their faces.

"Looks like you're a bit of a celebrity now," Mallus observed. "Don't let it be getting to your head, as puffed up and loud as you are." Chief looked over at him without saying anything, somehow giving the impression of a single raised eyebrow which Mallus blithely ignored. "Any thoughts to what you'll do next?" Mallus asked.

"We'll head into council space and try to find someone to help us." Cortana said. "We can petition the council if I recall correctly."

"Worse plans." Mallus nodded thoughtfully. "Though in my experience and of those I've heard, the Council is not one for expedient decisions." He scratched his chin. "Seems far fetched, in truth, trying to jump across dimensions or alternate realities and othersuch. Might not be possible." he looked sideways at Chief, the big spartan still looked straight ahead at the swirling crowds. "You know…" Mallus started, "you're welcome to stay here, it's not such a bad life, our is. Certainly worse." He added

Chief glanced over at Mallus. "We got here," he said. "We can get back."

Mallus shrugged, "Can't be arguing that logic." He sighed, "ah well, offer's on the table is all."

Chief locked eyes with Mallus, or at least Mallus thought he did, it was hard to tell.

"I appreciate the offer." He said, it seemed genuine enough, thought he didn't say it with any change in tone or inflection.

"Wow," Cortana said in Chief's ear, "Two full sentences in less than an hour, you **are** touched." Chief could almost hear the wry grin.

After another handful of silent moments Zo and Walesh came out of the shop still locked together at the elbow, each carried a bag in their free hand.

"Did you get what you needed?" Mallus asked as they made off for the docks together.

"Indeed," Walesh said. "Many options for purchasing, was a little out of my depth however, as I am neither human nor female, did not know what would be best for gift."

"Which is why **I **chose both of them." Zo said, "Neither of them would want any kind of reptilian figurines." She rolled her eyes, "Spirits knows why you do." Walesh freed his hand and dug into the bag he carried, pulling out a small plastic replica of an ancient earth creature with odd plates sticking out along its back. He looked up at Mallus and smiled.

"Congratulations?" Mallus said uncertainly. Walesh nodded happily and replaced the figurine in the bag. and continued to walk. Zo met eyes with Walesh and conveyed some kind of message with them, because the salarian quickly placed himself to walk beside Chief and allow Zo to fall behind next to Mallus.

"So you gave him the offer?" She asked quietly, It was worded as a question, but she knew the answer.

"Yup," Mallus murmured.

"You had to know he wouldn't accept," Zo said. "He doesn't belong with us, you see how he is."

"And Simon and River made such perfect shipmates when they first came aboard?" Mallus demanded in a whisper. "I got a soft spot for folk with a spinning compass, so shoot me." He shrugged, "besides, sharing sides in a fight goes a long way to building trust."

Zo smiled, "Careful where you say that, Janeth just might." She dropped the grin and sighed, "I just think they're more danger than they're worth, or we can handle." she glanced at the big human. "Alternate realities? A.I? You know how far we'd have run the Repose if the Council found out we had a fully aware A.I on board?"

"Farther than she can take us," Mallus admitted quietly. "It's all stardust over hull now eitherside, he said no."

Zo nodded, "I wish him the best, but I **need** the best for _us_, and that doesn't include those two."

"Can't say you're wrong," Mallus said, his eyes far away in thought. He shook his head and focused on the present. "All the same, I'll be keeping that offer open." He didn't say anything more, but Zo knew that the conversation with her Captain was over.

* * *

><p>Chief strode towards the docks in long, sure paces; he had to go slower than he would normally so that the others could keep up without struggling.<p>

He'd pretended to not hear any of the words traded between Mallus and Zo, it seemed more polite that way. He found himself feeling a rare kind of respect towards the Turians, they were good people who did not need the complications that his presence would bring down on them.

"Any ideas how we're going to get to the council?" Cortana asked him privately.

Chief clicked his speakers off, "We hire a ship," He said.

"h'uh," Cortana huffed dryly, "wish I'd thought of that." She sighed a rush of static in his ears. "I suppose we do have the money…" She said thoughtfully. "I guess I just thought it might be harder than that." She said. "We have everything we might need, proof of our alien-ness, a way to get to the council, weapons to protect us…." She trailed off. "Suppose I'm just used to our missions being less...simple than this, I suppose."

"We did fight a giant robot." Chief said dryly.

"No, yeah you're right." Cortana relented, "Alright, let's go."

The four of them continued on to the Repose and none of them noticed the small shape that followed at a distance, patiently waiting, watching, and learning.

* * *

><p>Doctor Liara T'soni scrambled uncertainly through the cave, why the excavator's hadn't made the entrance more manageable was beyond her. "Doctor Glasnow?" She called out into the cavern. "Hello? Is anyone there?" Her voice echoed hollowly and the light from the entrance faded, replaced by dying electronic lights that flickered fearfully as she passed into a prefabed portable lab, though how they got it underground she'd like to know.<p>

"Doctor T'soni!" A human male called out. He burst out of a door and recoiled in fear as he came nose to barrel with her pistol. "Wait! It's me Peter Glasnow!" He shrieked, scurrying back into the door he came from.

"Ah," Liara lowered her pistol, "My apologies." She spared a glance at the weapon in her hand, before her adventure with Shepard her first instinct would have been biotics. She smiled, _It appears she's rubbing off on me, _Liara thought fondly. Her aim had improved significantly after suffering through Shepard's...tutelage. "What is going on here Doctor? where is all your staff?" Liara looked around the dim labs, not a soul could be seen or heard besides themselves, there should be almost two dozen scientists working this site.

Dr Glasnow looked around shakily, "I-um, yes, the staff." He said, almost sounding as if he were speaking to himself. "They're further in, gathering data on the artifact." His eyes flicked side to side.

_A lie,_ Liara thought, _not even a very good one. _She sured up her barrier and kept her pistol drawn. She waited for Glasnow to continue. "Well?" She asked. "Your message said there was something here that you thought might be prothean in origin, something I might have insight into?"

"I did?" Glasnow asked himself again. "I did," he repeated with more conviction. "Well yes, of course," he said, a jovial tone as if to make light of a simple slip of the mind. "Yes, If you'll come with me I can show you the artifact."

"I would rather take a look at the data you've already recovered." Liara said, a gentle probe to gauge his reaction.

Glasnow blanched, "no no no," he said quickly, "You must see the actual artifact, you must study it, bask in its presence-" He cut off abruptly as Liara tossed a throw at him that sent him flying across the room, slamming against the wall with a dull thud.

"Again, apologies," Liara said. "But I believe you to be indoctrinated, and I cannot trust anything you say." She said. She double checked that the doctor was indeed unconscious, then moved on, warily keeping her pistol at low ready.

Liara slowly worked her way through the desiccated remains of the lab, it appears that not only was the front of the labs in the best condition, but so was Glasnow. As she went further into the excavation site the labs condition steadily deteriorated, matched in lockstep by the minds of it's inhabitants, skilled and lauded scientists with more doctorates among them that most universities raved like animals and attacked on sight, often with little more than their hands or quickly scavenged clubs or other crude weapons.

Liara tried to limit herself to non-lethal attacks, using her biotics to incapacitate her enemies, but the once scientists were rabid, quickly rising from attacks that would put most krogan on their backs. Her pistol rang out, blasting out kneecaps and crippling hands and arms. Pained howls scratched at the metal walls and scraped at her ears. A trio of salarian scientists, snarling like mad varren charged at her, each one carrying deep wounds from previous attacks, a singularity bloomed between them and her and three gunshots rang out. Three corpses floated in the air for several moments before the singularity faded.

A silence filled the labs, broken only by low groans and snarls distantly behind her. Liara kept moving deeper into the labs, which once more took on the appearance of a natural cave formation. Liara turned a corner and gasped. "By the Goddess."

A massive obelisk dominated the center of a large open space, it was dark grey and made of all hard lines and angles, it was certainly not prothean in origin. Liara grimaced, "But you are certainly Reaper technology," she murmured to herself. A dark purple structure had attached itself to the spire, sinking tendrils deep into the many angular grooves in its surface. The Reaper structure glowed with a malicious dim light.

Liara hesitated, what should she do? She was desperately curious about the central obelisk, but Reaper tech was immensely dangerous, and indoctrination was subtle in its effects. She needed to eliminate the Reaper threat before she could take the time to study the obelisk.

Liara reached out to touch the obelisk.

The obelisk began to hum, a deep thrum that fill the cavern and made her chest and head vibrate. As though it were alive itself, the Reaper structure jerked away from the obelisk as if in in pain, tendril flailing and withering.

Liara stared wide-eyed as the Reaper tech shivered and disintegrated into bright embers of light.

"Well, that was certainly interesting." Liara mused. Her eyes snapped to the now undisturbed obelisk as a pale holographic interface shimmered into being, a broad circle in the center winged by two long panels.

"Hmmm," Liara hummed to herself as she traced her fingers through the panels. A line running through the circle shivered and flexed at the sound of her voice. "Oh?" She said, "You're hearing my voice." She told the device. "Now what are you doing with it?" She wondered.

* * *

><p>Dr Henry Glassman stared in horror at the Forerunner artifact, sitting on the center table of his lab on the UNSC Infinity, which had possibly just gained spontaneous sentience. The Forerunner AI they'd found on the surface hadn't been overly hostile, save a small number near the core of the installation, this one didn't have arms or crazy laser guns, or even legs for that matter. But it was talking, and that was more than enough for Henry.<p>

"I - uh, I'm not doing anything with your voice," he said fearfully, edging carefully around the edge of his lab towards the door. "Your voice is totally yours. I don't want it."

Silence.

"N-n-not that is isn't a very nice voice!" Henry added, he was getting closer to the door. "It really is quite soothing, for a possibly murderous Alien A.I." He added the last bit under his breath.

The artifact sighed, "Regardless I need to start studying you," The artifact's voice tinged with an affectionate excitement, "Don't go anywhere while I set up my lab."

Henry froze, two body lengths from the door, sweat began to bead on his forehead. "Roland." He hissed quietly, "Roland!"

"What?" The dark yellow image of a WWII bomber pilot project onto a nearby pedestal. He sighed, "Dr Glassman, for the last time, my ship does not have rats, or mice. You're either paranoid, or an irritated A.I. had technicians install speakers in your lab's deck and bulkheads. Take your pick."

"No!" Henry hissed, he pointed to the flat rectangular forerunner artifact, "It's talking!"

Roland looked at the artifact, then back to Henry. "...is it talking right **now**?" He asked politely.

"NO!" Henry kept his voice a hoarse whisper. "It said it wanted to study me!"

Roland pulled a confused face. "Why?"

"I don't know!" Henry said. "It's a crazy forerunner scientist A.I., how should I know why it does anything?"

"No, I mean why _you_?" Roland gestured, to henry. "I mean…" He grinned.

"I'm back!" The artifact said brightly, "I should have everything I need to figure out exactly how you work on the inside."

"There! See?! You heard that right?" Henry asked desperately.

"I did…" Roland said slowly. He looked at the flat block of metal carved with angular grooves. He sent a probe into it, carefully.

The A.I. chuckled, "It's not an A.I. doctor, it's a walkie talkie." Henry blinked. "It's just a speaker." he said, "transmitting someone's voice. Though from where I'm not sure."

Henry relaxed and approached the artifact. "Can we figure that out?" Henry bent to study the block.

"Time to take you apart to see how you-" The voice cut off abruptly.

The Doctor and the A.I. shared a look.

Roland shrugged, "maybe she'll find us," he said.

* * *

><p>Aria looked at the datapad her employee had delivered to her. "What is this?" She asked.<p>

The salarian bobbed his head. "A vid, your eminence, found on the extranet," He said excitedly, no doubt he was near wetting himself from being so close to her. "It shows a man-"

"I can see what it shows," Aria interrupted coldly. "Why are you showing me?" She settled back on her couch. "What do you think happens on my station that I already don't know about?" The salarian quivered.

"N-nothing Mistress, I simply wanted to ensure you-"

"Your pathetic sycophantry disgusts me." Aria curled a lip and waved the creature away with the datapad. "Leave."

"O-o-of course Aria." The salarian scurried away.

Standing beside her, a batarian chuckled. "Since when does sycophantry disgust you?" He asked quietly.

Aria smirked, "**pathetic** sycophantry disgusts me," she specified, "If you're going to kiss ass, at least have the decency to not whine about it." She looked at the datapad, two shapes battled a YMIR, one she recognized, the other she did not. "Another thing that disgust me is how something like _**this**_ slipped our net." She glared at the surrounding men and women. She didn't raise her voice, she spoke calmly, coldly and with all the power that made her the Queen on Omega, she heard more than one nervous swallow. "I want you to find Mallus and his friend, and bring them to me, I want to talk."

"Sure thing," the batarian nodded and issued orders into his omni tool while several others in attendance left in a hurry- no doubt trying to find Mal themselves to advance their 'careers' in Omega. Aria's lip curled slightly, almost unconsciously, why did people have to be so weak? Just take what you want and put down anyone who stood against you.

"Hm," the batarian grunted admiringly.

"What is it Bray?" Aria asked.

Bray tapped in commands to his Omni tool . "Seems Zo is up to her usual tricks. I can't find the Repose in the docking registry. I'll send the vermin on manual sweeps."

"Mal did never like meeting on my terms." Aria mused, scratching her chin thoughtfully. "I'd like to know how he felt about Zo bringing that deal to me." She smiled, a slow smile that made Bray blink all four eyes at once. It was rarely good when Aria smiled, in his experience. "Mind the club for a while Bray," Aria stood and walked out of her private area, "let me know when you find him."

Bray blinked all eyes again. Yeah, it was never good when she smiled.

* * *

><p>Mallus leaned on the tall metal crate that held everything that Chief wouldn't - or couldn't - give to him, the tall, drab green cube had the UNSC emblem emblazoned on the side. "Hey, whats in here anyway?" He rapped a knuckle on the crate, producing a sharp ring into the hold that came only from things filled to the brim.<p>

Chief dropped a duffle onto the deck with a decidedly metallic clang. "That's classified."

A blue form popped into existence, riding on Chief's shoulder and casually leaning on the side of his head. "Which is code for 'I'm an obsessive compulsive weapon hoarding maniac.'" Cortana grinned wryly.

Mallus nodded thoughtfully, "I can see why Janeth likes you," he said, standing straight and shifting foot to foot. "So how long are you to be leaving this here?" He asked. "I mean, not rush," He added, "we can afford the docking fees. Mere curious is all."

"I'm running a search for ships headed towards council space now." Cortana said. "This whole thing is definitely getting easier. The systems I mean, I'm almost up to par." The A.I. had her usual trace of smugness about her. "There are 37 ships heading to or towards a council spaceport. Shall I book passage on the most expensive and luxurious vessel?"

Chief didn't say anything, at least not that Mallus could see, but the little blue woman on his shoulder sighed and rolled her eyes. "Fine, more gunmetal gray and no baths. You know, we're both lucky I can't smell. Passage secured."

Chief nodded.

"We'll send someone to pick up the crate, not that we couldn't do it ourselves, but it might look a little suspicious, walking through the station with a two cubic meter crate on our backs." She thought for a second, "well, his back," she added.

Chief took two steps to loom over Mallus, who craned his neck up to maintain eye contact. The Spartan offered a hand. "Thank you for your help," he said.

Mallus shook, "Think nothing of it." He said, managing to wait until Chief look away to try and shake the pain from his hand. _Spirits, what a grip._

"Captain, a small human is requesting to speak to a crew member." Walesh's voice came over the loudspeaker. "Shall I send it away?"

Mallus and Chief shared a curious look, or rather Mallus looked at Chief with a curious expression. "No, I'll check it out." He said into the comm. "Hold tight." Cortana flicked out of vision and Mallus crossed the hold to enter the airlock. The second set of doors swished open to reveal a small human child. Dirt covered her face liberally and her filthy set of clothing was either small enough for a creature years younger than her, or big enough for something twice her size.

"Are you Mallus Renadus?" She asked brightly, looking up at him from under a messy mop of brown hair.

"Renaldus." Mallus corrected. "Who wants to know?" He asked suspiciously.

"I was told to tell you that Aria wants to talk to you." The girl said happily, happy to be doing something that might get her a free meal at the end of the day, or at the very least a look into Afterlife.

Mallus smiled. "That's nice," he said before sealing the airlock and setting on emergency quarantine lockdown.

Mallus dashed into the cargo bay and made up the catwalks to his quarters, opening his Omni tool as he went, "Walesh, we're leaving, _**now**_," He said into the comm.

"What's happening? Cortana said through Chief's speakers as the giant caught up to Mallus, easily matching pace up the stairs.

At the same time Walesh's voice burst over the comm "Captain? We are leaving with the Chief still on board? Thought he was getting off?"

Mallus opened a channel to all the crew, "Aria's found us, I don't think any of us wants to be around for one of her 'chats'."

"We need to leave." Chief's baritone held a powerful authority in it.

"Great plan," Mallus grinned and clapped the spartan on the shoulder, "Wish I'd thought of it." he swept into his quarters and began pulling his armour's undersuit on. "Walesh, get us out of here, it seems we've taken on some travelers with an urgent need to get to council space." The plates came next, his hands moved with practised ease. The sounds of the Repose's engines spinning up seemed to take three times as long as normal.

The building hum reached a peak and began to wind down. "Walesh, what spirits possessed you? I gave an order." Mallus' snapped. "We're. Leaving."

"Apologies Captain." Walesh said as Mallus sealed on his chest plate and scooped his helmet up. "Mantis gunship off the stern relaying orders to remain docked."

"Spirits cursed street rats," Mallus muttered under his breath. "They give a warning shot yet?" Mallus asked. "Give their rules a little push, see what they do." He strode into the bridge with Chief close on his heels. The big human had nothing in his posture to suggest that a crisis was unfolding, not a ounce of tension. The ship's engines spun up quickly, building to it's peak as though her captain's desire to leave permeated the whole of her.

The ship rocked as an explosion bloomed beside the cockpit windows, throwing everyone who wasn't seated off their feet.

Mallus looked up from the floor at Chief's extended hand, "Of course you didn't fall," the turian grumbled, seizing the hand and shooting to his feet.

"They've fired a warning shot," Walesh said over his shoulder.

"Thanks," Mallus said flatly. His eyes stared empty, their owner lost in thought.

"Options?" Chief's voice was still untroubled, he could have been asking about which picnic basket was best suited for this particular afternoon stroll.

"None good," Mallus admitted, tossing his helmet from hand to hand. "We can't fight the gunship, Repose isn't armed, and if we fight the troops that are no doubt coming to escort us to Aria, the gunship opens up on her." He rubbed a hand over a bulkhead. "I won't be losing her, not now." He said, almost to himself.

"Cortana?" Chief asked.

"I could hack the gunship," Cortana said through Chief's helmet, Mallus shook his head.

"Those gunships have terrible cyber security, but they can all be insulated, no signals in or out. You'd need physical access or to wait it out for an all clear" Mallus scratched a mandible thoughtfully, "and I doubt they'll let you climb aboard," he sighed. "No she's got us cornered, and whatever pains we'd take breaking free will be greater than whatever she's got planned for us." He tilted his head in thought. "Probably." He turned on his heel and marched out of the bridge. "Walesh tell the gunship we're standing down. Stay here while we're gone, I want the Repose two words from gone when I get back."

Walesh nodded without turning around. "Understood captain."

The entire crew, save Walesh, was present in the cargo bay with Chief and Mallus entered, all eyes shot up to the catwalks as it rattled underfoot.

"Cap'n what's go'n on? Kalia asked, a dirty rag was slung over her shoulder and her face was smeared with grease in several places. "You get'n us in trouble again?" Her eyes narrowed in a mild-mannered accusation.

"Not by design, I assure you." Mallus said with a light smile, dropping his helmet on a nearby crate. He addressed the assembled crew, "Aria found us and wants to talk," He started. Zo, seated on a large crate, flexed her mandibles and Janeth chuckled richly.

"Can't stay away from the azure can ya?" The Krogan flinched as Kalia smacked his head plate.

"No doubt-" Mallus continued without responding to Janeth's comment, "-Due to mine and Chief's newfound fame on the extranet." He shared a look with the crew, "I'm not expecting much more than a conversation because we haven't been playing on Omega's bad side lately, but you can't assume with Aria."

"I'll start working on contingencies," Zo said immediately, she hopped down and crossed the bay, exiting towards the engine room.

"I can be helpful there!" Kalia scurried away after her.

Mallus clapped a hand on Simon's shoulder, "best prepare to plug some holes," he said quietly, looking sideways at River, who had found something of great interest in the deck and was staring at it intently.

"In you or the ship?" Simon asked a nearly rhetorical question.

"Luck favors the prepared," Mallus murmured. The human sighed.

"Very well," he said, "Come River, you can help me collect supplies." The young woman looked up.

"We won't be small for long," She said, her big blue eyes swung to Chief, "he won't let us."

"She's a little strange," Cortana said. "More than a little."

Mallus watched the two humans disappear towards the med bay, "you two weren't the only ones to lose your whole world." Mallus said. "Let's be off, Aria's hired hands'll be here any minute." He scrubbed a hand over his scalp and shifted from foot to foot. he picked up his helmet and snapped it into place and sealed it with a twist.

"You alright?" Chief asked.

"I'll be fine," Mallus said distractedly, "once we're finished with her, I'll be fine."

"You mentioned you two had the past," Cortana said. "What happened?"

"That's my own business," Mallus said shortly, then sighed. "Long story short, let's say Aria isn't accustomed to being...refused," he said delicately.

"Hmmm," Cortana hummed thoughtfully.

A loud metallic clang echoed through the cargo hold. "Captain," Walesh began.

"I heard them," Mallus said tiredly, "Ready to dance?" He asked Chief. Mallus crossed the hold and opened both of the airlock doors, letting in a small crowd of mercs.

"We're here for Mallus Renaldus and a green thing." The lead batarian shouted, scanning his eyes around the hold, comply or we will destroy this ship..

Mallus shot the leader a perfunctory wave, "yo," he said, "Things one and green reporting to idiots." He couldn't help a grin as the batarian ground his teeth audibly. "I assume Aria wants us alive," he said.

"Correct." The Leader growled.

"Excellent!" Mallus said brightly. "As I recall it's quite a walk to Afterlife, so we should step off, wouldn't want to keep the ole' whip cracker waiting." He waved to the airlock. "unless that's the sort of thing that moves you," he added, his tone the paragon of understanding and tolerance.

The Batarian closed one set of eyes, and sighed in what could only be described as a silent scream of mental anguish. "Fine, we're leaving." He jerked his head to the other mercs and they fell in as a ragged circle around Chief and Mallus, forcing them to move with the group steadily towards afterlife.

"Hey, have you ever heard the joke about the batarian priest and the two elcor?" Mallus asked happily. He might be in an unfavorable position, but spirits be damned if he wouldn't make everyone else just as uncomfortable.

* * *

><p>Chief walked through the crowded dance floor of Afterlife, the people was not a hindrance, however, an irregular circle of mercenaries made sure their progress to Aria wasn't hampered. Hundreds of eyes trailed the strange group. Mallus, walking beside him, managed to exude the impression that not only were these mercs not a threat to him, but rather they were there at his own whim, and not Aria's.<p>

A krogan merc looked crossways at Chief with an eager glare, from his experience with their species, he no doubt wanted to fight Chief. He sighed internally and ignored the merc, keeping his pace just slow enough to not overtake his guard while still looming over their heads.

The group climbed a short staircase and entered a sort of VIP area, an asari lounged on a couch with her legs crossed elegantly and arm stretched out along the back of the couch.

As the group approached the mercs spread out, surrounding the raised area. A batarian and a turian each approached Chief and mallus with omnitools activated, they ran some kind of scan over the pair. The turian scanning Mallus nodded to Aria quickly. The batarian frowned, showing the results of the scan to the surrounding men, each of which did a double take and stared at Chief for a moment, their faces painted with curiosity tinged with fear.

"What is it?" Aria snapped impatiently. The batarian stepped over to show her the results.

"You think they found me?" Cortana whispered.

Chief's speakers turned off. "Don't know." He said he didn't bother whispering, his armour was completely soundproof.

Aria looked up from the scan results, her face didn't carry even the faintest trace of fear, Chief suspected that there was little this creature was afraid of, certainly not a fight, even one she suspected she'd lose.

"Hm," she looked Chief up and down in surprise, "not too often I get a visit from an empty suit of armour." She arched an eyebrow gracefully.

Mallus pulled off his helmet "It's not something you can replicate," he said quickly. "I assure you. Its some kind of stealth tech Cerberus was working on." He added.

Aria's lip twitched in a near smile, "stealth," she repeated, turning to look at Mallus skeptically.

"Yup," Mallus said with a firm nod. "Can't get much more stealthy than old Chiefy here." He clapped a hand on Chief's shoulder. It sounded a little like slapping a tank.

"So if it isn't Cerberus, who is it?" Aria wondered aloud. "Oh please," she said as Mallus' mandibles twitched. "You're always quick to offer a tempting lie in order to throw off suspicion, hide the truth behind common sense."

"Do not," Mallus grumbled.

Aria turned to Chief, "I don't know who you are, but whoever sent you should know-if they don't already- that I am in control here: Captain, Colonel, Commander in Chief, if you will, it's all me, and I only have one rule." Her eyes bored into Chief's visor. "Don't. Fuck. With Aria." Her dictate was powerful, someone used to getting their own way regardless of who stood before them. Chief pushed away a comparison to the Prophets.

Chief stood stock still, waiting in silence.

"I think she wants you to say something," Cortana whispered.

Chief sighed internally. "My business is my own." He said simply. Next to him Mallus visibly winced.

"And my business is rule," Aria said lightly. "My. One. Rule."

"If you forget I'll remind you." A batarian growled, cracking his knuckles and patting his sidearm.

Chief glanced sideways and all four of the batarian's eyes snapped shut for a moment.

Mallus chuckled quietly. "You know we were just leaving when you came calling," He told Aria dryly. "You could have been rid of us without a word."

"You were leaving **because** I came calling," Aria corrected his with a raised finger. "A commander should take an interest in her underlings." She said. "To keep...insubordination to a minimum." She uncrossed and recrossed her legs, switching sides. "So, where are you off to in such a hurry?"

Chief glanced over at Mallus, who shrugged and nodded reluctantly.

"To the Citadel," Chief said.

A noticeable expression of revulsion passed Aria's face.

Mallus shifted foot to foot in the growing silence. "That's all he's going to say," He mentioned. "In case you were looking for elaboration."

"I've got enough for now." Aria said quietly. "One more question." She stood and leaning in close to Chief. The surrounding guards tensed. "Where did you get schematics that advanced?" She asked." Chief said nothing.

A pistol's barrel clinked against the back of Chief's helmet. "She asked you a question." A batarian guard spat. The tiniest spark of red light flickered across his visor.

Chief sighed. The barrel pressed harder.

A headache exploded behind his eyes and the universe slowed to a crawl. Spinning around the barrel Chief snatched the weapon out of the guard's hand and gave the man a good smack on the head.

Time resumed its normal pace and the batarian was slammed backwards into a pillar as Chief easily disassembled the pistol, tossing the parts onto the floor.

Chief took a step back and clasped his hands behind his back, ignoring the shocked and enraged looks and arsenal now pointed at him.

Aria looked at Chief with indecipherable calm. "Hm," she huffed to herself and sat down again. "It isn't too often I meet someone as strong as I am," she said, "A refreshing change." She waved the guards down absently.

"Can we take our leave now?" Mallus asked, snapping his own pistol to his mag clamps with a clack.

"Are you going to work for me?" Aria asked him.

"When cursed spirits drive me mad," Mallus said happily, turning on his heel. "Chief?" The two pushed past a dark-eyed group of mercenaries, one applying medi gel to the fallen batarian. Neither of them noticed the transparent shimmer follow them out.

* * *

><p>Mallus burst out of the club with a light step, "Only one concussed batarian," he said happily. "Went smoother than a salarian bonding ceremony." He pulled up the comm and contacted the Repose. "How's the situation?" The two descended the broad stairs leading away from the club<p>

"Gunship is pulling away." Walesh replied. "Appears your talk was successful."

"She just wanted a talk," Mallus said, "Thank spirits. We're on our way back now." He turned into a small side street, tapping the green holographic button to open the door.

The button flashed orange then red and beeped angrily.

Mallus frowned and tried again. He brought up his omni tool when he was denied a second time. "Hmm." He said. "Says something is wrong with the environment on the other side, guess we take the long way." Chief said nothing and turned to follow Mallus as he went back to the main way.

The second door let them pass, but the third they tried didn't, forcing them to detour again. Chief frowned behind his visor. "Cortana," he said.

"On it." She was already inside the environmental system. "Nothing is wrong with the atmosphere on the other side," she said. "And the system looks like it's been hacked."

"We're being herded." Mallus finished the thought. "Can you get us through here?" The door's hologram flashed green and Mallus put on his helmet with a 'better safe than sorry', shrug.

"That would be a yes," Cortana said smugly.

The next section was sparsely populated, a handful of omega natives went about their lives with a smattering of people enjoying the view of a broad balcony that spanned the length of the street, skycars zipped and flashed in and out of sight.

"Damn, I owe Garrus five credits." A deep rumbling krogan said, turning from the balcony next to a red-haired human woman.

"I'm sure he'll just add it to your tab." The woman said dryly, turning herself. "What are you up to? four hundred?" She asked as they approached Chief and Mallus.

"I'm assume you two are responsible for that little sheepdog routine?" Mallus asked, hand on his pistol. The two strangers stopped half a dozen feet from them.

"Yep.," the woman said. "I was surprised how hard it was to track you two down." She sounded impressed.

"Which begs the question, why go through all the trouble?" Mallus said. His eyes shifted back and forth between the human and the krogan.

"My boss sent me," she said. "I was in the area on previous business and they saw your vid." She opened her omni tool showing the oh-so-familiar image of Chief striking the rocket. "Wanted to congratulate you on your acting skills. It looked very realistic." Her wry grin was more than enough proof of a double meaning

"Thanks," Mallus said flatly. "But our schedule is already full, we're not casting any parts."

"Cortana?" Chief asked with muted speakers.

"Commander Jane Shepard," Cortana recited, "Born April 11th 2154 on earth, Served with Alliance military most of her life before being recruited into the Alliance's N7 program then further still into the Council's Spectres." An image of the redheaded woman appeared on the side of Chief's visor. "Considered a hero from her actions in stopping a geth invasion on the citadel nearly six months ago." She was silent for half a second. "And the other one is Urdnot Wrex, mercenary and hunter," She finished a little lamely. "Not much on him but a bunch of videos of him punching things."

Chief nodded. "What does the Council want?" He asked abruptly, stopping dead the conversation that had been going on between the other three.

A look of surprise flitted across Shepard's face. "You're well informed," She said.

"Oh, you have no idea," Mallus muttered.

"Just a check up on an unknown," Shepard said. "I was pulled off my assignment hunting geth for a fact-finding mission."

Mallus' omni tool beeped and flashed around his arm as Cortana sent him the info packet. "And the council sends Spectres on Fact-finding missions often?" He said browplates raised.

"He did punch a rocket," Wrex added.

"Fair enough," Mallus admitted.

"What now?" Chief asked.

"I've already got all the information I need." Shepard said lightly. She tapped her omni tool. "This meeting was a formality."

"...All of it?" Mallus traded looks with Chief. He tapped a message to Chief on his omni tool. _A.I. illegal in council space could be bad._

Shepard arched an eyebrow. "I've got enough." She said finally. "Enough to satisfy the council anyway." She sighed. "Now it's back to hunting geth." she said tiredly, "God how I wish there was just a 'kill all synthetics' button, just delete all the A.I. in one go." Wrex chuckled knowingly and Mallus laughed nervously. Chief very nearly _felt_ Cortana flinch and a red spark flashed across his visor.

"Alright," Shepard turned and waved over her shoulder. "its pretty clear you're not a threat to galactic peace, time to shove off." She and Wrex went to the balcony and her omni tool flashed, in seconds a skycar descended from the stream above and slid into place, hanging in midair with doors open for passengers.

"Kill all A.I.?" Cortana's voice coming out of Chief's speakers was still a little odd for Mallus, it made Shepard and Wrex spin with confusion on their faces. lights all around changed from their native colour to deep scarlet and omnitools on every wrist flashed into being, their hues shifting from orange to red, bathing the entire area in a crimson glow.

"What the…" Shepard wondered aloud.

"Cortana!" Chief barked, red sparks flashed across his vision, and a headache began to form at the back of his skull.

A face appeared on Shepard's omni tool, a woman's face constructed entirely of light normally blue shone up at Shepard with crimson hate. "A button to just delete all the A.I. in one go?" The woman sneered. Shepard looked up at Chief, she drew her pistol.

A tiny figure flickered into being atop Chief's shoulder. A being composed entirely of red light swung her legs easily from her seat, dangling her toes off her little perch. "Wouldn't it be funny if one of those A.I. pushed back?" She said, her voice was low and breathless, excitement thrummed through her avatar.

"Garrus…"Shepard took a step back to the skycar. "You might need to cover our-"

The skycar dropped. A distant sound of crushed steel echoed up to the balcony. One by one Skycars passing overhead dropped like stones, screeching metal filled the air.

Chief looked over to an astonished Mallus, fear and horror painted across his face. "Blackbox," Chief ordered.

"Right." Mallus nodded and sprinted for the door.

"Don't let them escape!" Shepard shouted. Gunfire followed shortly after. Chief's shields flickering quickly and Mallus' flashed as they deflected projectiles. Small pistol round plinked into his armour, Mallus' shields died as a barrage of assault rifle fire erupted from Wrex and Chief's shoulder was thrown back as an immense round buried itself between the plates.

"Sniper," Chief said calmly, the door's hologram flashed red. Mallus cursed. "Open it," Chief said.

"It's locked!" Mallus shouted.

Red flashed streaked across Chief's vision and the light was becoming more chaotic, flashing in and out of being.

Chief curled a fist and slammed it into the door's hologram. The buttons flashed orange to red then green and the doors opened.

"You should do I.T," Mallus said as they dashed through. "I think you'd be good at it."

Chief sprinted forward, rapidly outpacing Mallus.

"Zo I'm going to need that contingency ready," Mallus said over the comm, already out of Chief's direct earshot. "Chief is incoming and I'll send my coordinates for a pickup."

"Aria change her mind?" Zo asked.

"Not exactly," Mallus said. "We'll explain later." Chief turned a corner, digging his fingers into the wall and slinging himself forward. The Repose was in sight, it's airlock doors open. "Just get the black box ready," Mallus ordered.

"Yes sir," Zo said uncertainly.

Chief ran full out for the Repose's personnel airlock, the red flashed becoming more distracting, green and purple afterimages bloomed behind them. A particularly bright flash momentarily blinded him, only moments from the door. His shoulder slammed into the doorframe and he tumbled into the airlock. "I'm in." He said, scrambling to his feet and ignoring the massive pain in his chest and arm.

The ship rumbled and pulled away. "Sending location, still a little red down here Chief," Mallus said. Chief burst through the second set of doors and Zo stood in the cargo bay with a box in her hands, the same box that Mallus had taken Cortana out of when Chief had woken up.

Chief seized the box and ripped Cortana's chip from his helmet, the holodisk in the center bright cherry red. He dropped the chip in the box and snapped it shut. He fell to his knees, feeling as though he'd just gone hand to hand with a hunter.

"Opening cargo doors and in position." A blue shield snapped into place and the large Cargo doors swung open to admit a spaceborne Mallus crashing into the floor as artificial gravity took hold of him. Behind him a station airlock

"Every time…" Mallus said breathlessly. "Walesh, hard burn." The ship burst into motion for several seconds only to stop abruptly. "What's the problem?" Mallus asked.

"This is the SSV Normandy." A voice came over the ship's loudspeaker. "You are ordered to stand down and not resist. We will fire if you do not comply."

"Zo, now would be a good time for that contingency," Mallus said

"On it Cap!" Kalia's voice shot through the comm.

The sound of a bomb going off filled the ship to bursting and every piece of electronic equipment shut off at the exact same instant. A small window in the cargo bay door showed lights snapping off all across the station.

Chief's headlamp clicked on. "An EMP," He said slowly, almost numbly.

"I noticed," Mallus said darkly. "But just how in the spirits are we safe!?" He scrambled to his feet and ran up to the bridge. Chief didn't follow.

Walesh waited in the dark and watched out the front windows, where the Normandy drifted next to them, close enough to see the human crew scrambling around their bridge while their pilot glared daggers at them.

"This was your contingency?" Mallus snapped, storming into the bridge with Zo close on his heels. "How is this better?" He demanded, waving an arm at the ship. "They're just going to wait until the EMP wears off and then we're still trapped!"

Zo held up a single finger. "Wait for it," she said.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the Normandy began to slide across the window. The human pilot's face changed from anger to confusion to astonishment as the distance between them slowly grew, quickly changing the fierce warship into a pale dot beside the station.

Mallus watched as the ship and station disappeared and the Repose lost herself in the debris ringing the station. "How-?" He started. He jumped as a suited form pounced onto the windows.

"Hiya Cap!" Kalia waved frantically through the windows with a wrench in her hand.

"We may have found some of that wreck's maneuvering thrusters." Zo said with a smile. "Or something like them, simple chemical rocket thrusters, all we had to do was network then and bolt them to the hull."

"And when they come looking for us?" Mallus asked. "These things won't take us far."

"Janeth, activate the crybaby."

"hehe," A low rumbling laugh came over the com and a pale shape shot out into the black over the bow. "Crybaby away."

"So...we're safe," Mallus said, halfway between a statement and a question.

"We're safe," Zo said. "As safe as we usually are," she added with a shrug.

"Spirits save us all," Mallus murmured. He glanced behind him. "Where's Chief?" He asked.

Zo shrugged. "He didn't follow.

Mallus found him, still on his knees in the cargo bay, head down and holding the black box.

"We need to talk," Mallus said. "Now."

Chief stood, slowly, as though a massive weight laid on his shoulders. He held the box in his hands gently. "Later." He began to walk towards his quarters.

Mallus planets himself in front of the door. "Now," He repeated.

Chief stopped at the doorway, already filled my Mallus. He waited a moment for Mallus to leave.

He didn't.

Chief sighed and shifted the box into his left hand, with his right he clamped over Mallus' helmeted head and lifted him up and gently set him down out of the way then carried on.

"Later it is." Mallus agreed.

* * *

><p>Shepard sat in the darkened Normandy and ran over the mission, that disaster of a mission. What the hell had happened?! One minute they were talking to a relatively normal person, granted unnaturally good at beating people to a pulp, but normal-ish. The next red light is everywhere and a crazy thing nearly destroys the station!<p>

The door to her quarters ground open to admit a panting Garrus, the doors were still on manual operation from the EMP. "Commander?" Garrus asked.

"Did you see the colour?" Shepard asked quietly.

"What?"

"Did you see what colour that...thing made everything?" The amount of scorn in her voice even surprised her a little.

Garrus sighed. "Yeah, I did," he said. "But it's a big jump to say its Reapers, it doesn't seem like their style," Garrus said.

"Red lights, murderous A.I. and advanced tech?" Shepard asked. "That thing can't be normal, someone or **something **made it, and right now it's a possibility I can't ignore."

The lights snapped on and a dull whine rose in pitch as the engines spooled up. "Power restored Commander," Joker said, sounding more than irritated. "Back to 100% with a signal on sensors, permission to pursue?"

_I understand, Commander. I don't regret a thing._ Kaiden's last words rang in her head "Permission granted." Shepard said. She stood and opened her dresser, she had a bottle of scotch in there somewhere.


	8. Chapter 8

Hey guys, finally managed to finish another chapter. Not a real action heavy one, though, so you action lovers might fall asleep halfway through. This one is a bit jumpier too, so some of you might not like that either. At any rate, I always love to see reviews, thoughts and ideas are welcome too, even if I don't say anything. (I hadn't originally intended to bring back that little girl, but we'll see what happens. generally, the more characters you want to explore the less time you have for each one so I was mostly just going to stick to the Repose's crew.) So, anyway, read, review, follow, and favorite. If you'd be so kind.

* * *

><p>Chief sat on his bed and gently opened the black box, inside, the holodisk lay dark, instead, the image of a young woman laid curled on the bottom, eyes closed and motionless.<p>

Cortana didn't look up as the box opened. "Chief, I-" Cortana started but cut off, a heavy silence settled over them. "I'm sorry," She said finally, pulling her legs into her chest.

"How long?" He asked, he held out a hand and picked up the chip. Cortana crawled into his palm along with it and depositing her on his bedside table.

"Since before you woke up," She said quietly, not looking at him. She sat on the table and held her knees to her chest. "It's been getting worse."

"We'll fix it," He said. He meant it.

"There's nothing to fix, you know that as well as I do. I'm just getting old." She looked up with a wry grin, "but you gotta admit, I look good for my age, eh?"

Chief knelt down so that his visor was level with her, her pale blue light reflected in the soft gold shine. "I'll fix this." He didn't sound any less sure of it. It was a fact, by pure force of will.

Cortana sighed and laughed to herself, "Can I pick'em of what?" She mused. "You never know, maybe this universe has something going for A.I that will help." She did not sound hopeful.

Chief nodded and stood, scooping up Cortana's chip and slotting it into his helmet.

"Uh, Chief, are you sure that's a good idea?" Cortana asked. "I'm not sure how the crew will feel with you carrying around an insane A.I. in their ship."

"That's fine." Chief opened his door and headed towards the mess.

* * *

><p>"I'm tell'n you we should just space'em," Janeth's low rumble filtered out into the hallways leading to the mess. "If what Mallus says is true he ain't nothing worth keep'n aboard."<p>

"Can't say I don't agree, Capt'n," Zo said lowly, "He's not exactly helpless, I say we just let him off at the nearest spaceport and let'm fend."

"Well, that ain't very kindly!" Kalia said loudly, "They got us the biggest pay day we ever seen! and we payback that with leav'nm on some rock what got not but a 2nd gen Corsas with leaky Ions strapped to it." The young asari crossed her arms under her chest. "Ain't right, no how."

Chief ducked into the mess and every eye fastened on him.

"-As I was saying," Mallus said, standing at the head of the table and raising his voice to return the crew's attention to himself. "It doesn't matter if we get rid of them. The Council, or, at least, the Alliance, saw the Repose. Which means they'll be after us, all of us. Plain as that. Only open option is to go to ground." He looked every member of the crew in turn, "So we can either distance ourselves from the supernatural interdimensional alien super soldier and when they come- because they **will **come- fight them on our own." He shot Chief a look. "Or we can help each other." The crew was silent though Janeth did produce a truly impressive grimace as he crossed his arms. "Now," Mallus started. "I believe Chief here owes us an explanation."

Chief stood at his ease, hand clasped behind his back. He opened his mouth to speak.

"-I'm dying," Cortana said suddenly. A low murmur went around the room.

"Cortana…" Chief murmured.

"No Chief, I owe them this much after what they've done for us," Cortana said into his helmet. Her avatar flickered into being, standing on Chief's shoulder. "In our world, A.I's are used regularly, in our fight against the Covenant we were instrumental, but we are not without fault." She crossed her arms around her middle. "Unlike a 'dumb' A.I, Smart A.I like myself are capable of learning and adapting to nearly any situation, as well as and even better than organic minds, but…" she shuffled uncomfortably on her perch. "We're limited to a seven-year lifespan because we run from a single, unchangeable memory core. As we age, our continued learning and adaptation takes up more and more space, and eventually we spend so much power thinking that we can't do anything else.

The crew was quiet, with the air of a memorial hanging over their heads. "What happens after that?" Mallus asked, already forming an answer in his head.

Cortana sighed. "We go into Rampancy," She said quietly.

"Is that as bad as it sounds?" Simon asked, he had a hand on River's shoulder, who was, surprisingly, transfixed on Cortana along with everyone else.

Cortana visibly shook herself from her ruminations and she took on a lecturer's tone. "There are many and varied theories about Rampancy," she said. "suffice to say that none has been proven right or wrong because no known A.I have progressed through all the stages without being deleted or destroyed. There are some that said Rampancy is an inherent aspect of Artificial intelligence, where any synthetic mind reaches for true sapience and 'humanity'."

"Well, that don't sound so bad," Kalia said. "Whys it so that they all get deleted then? Just let'em grow into a real person." The young asari shrugged naively.

"I doubt it's that simple," Mallus said from the front of the table, his arms crossed. "What happens during Rampancy? Why are A.I deleted?"

Cortana accessed Chief's omni tool and brought up several images from her memory: the lonely form of Chief in his cryo pod, alone and shrouded in darkness save for a tiny blue glow, another showed a spherical machine that glowed scarlet floating over the smoking body of a dark-skinned man, and a third showed another a green haze enveloping a planet. The last image was a blank, a black void that in itself seemed a question.

"There are four stages of Rampancy," Cortana said curtly. "Melancholia," the first picture was highlighted. "Anger," the second shined briefly as the first faded. "Jealously," The third picture glowed. "And lastly," Blank void remained dark. "Metastability."

"Do we get to choose?" Mallus asked with a raised talon. "Because that last one sounded the best."

"Metastability is the last stage, where an A.I can be considered truly 'alive'," Cortana said, she looked at Kalia. "To answer the original question, rarely make it past the Anger stage and rarer still to the Jealously stage. In Jealousy the construct seeks to throw off it's programming shackles and assimilate as much information and stimulation as possible, which is only possible through massive networks that most constructs simply have no access to. Anger is the most common ending for rampant constructs, as they are simply too dangerous to let them live."

The Mess returned to an awkward silence.

"You said that A.I's like you have a seven-year lifespan," Zo said. "So how old are you?" The question hung in the air and every eye swing to Cortana.

"I was commissioned just over eight years ago," She said stiffly.

A low murmur filled the mess, River stared, completely silent, at the A.I.

"You said the reason you'll go all stir crazy is that you got not enough space to store information, yeah?" Kalia asked. "Well, I got some scraps laying 'round I could whip up a drive pretty big, maybe lighten the load a touch."

Cortana shook her head, "The load increase on my neural pathways is exponential, and even now I'm not sure you could feasibly build a drive to store even a fraction of it."

Kalia grinned widely, flashing white teeth. "Ain't never been much for limitations." She hopped up to her feet and dashed out a side door to the engine room.

Mallus scratched his mandible absently. "So I'll be guessing that little display back on omega was a bit of that anger phase leaking out."

"What tipped you off?" Cortana asked dryly.

"What are our options?" Mallus asked, not just Cortana and Chief, but the whole crew.

"Could stay on planet with little to no tech, A.I not able to hack trees," Walesh said. Zo frowned slightly, she would not enjoy rough living for even a week.

"possible, if unappealing." Mallus nodded. "Better options? I'm not a big fan of dirt."

"Quarantine?" Simon said. "You have that black box, just lock her in there and leave her until she's done." A low murmur of assent fluttered around the mess.

"Speaking as the only person who can perceive time by the nanosecond, I don't think that will work." Cortana said. "solitary confinement might just make everything worse, and there's no guarantee I won't find a way out of it."

"How would a program find it's way out of a locked box?" Janeth rumbled incredulously.

"How many billion simulations can you run a day?" The construct asked with an arched eyebrow. Janeth huffed and didn't respond.

"Eitherside I'm not sure giving the A.I who's thinking itself to death time to think is a grand plan," Mallus said. "We'll save it for a contingency"

"I know how to fix it," Janeth said darkly, his hand resting on his pistol grip.

"Janeth, your mouth is moving, see to that." Mallus shot at him. The krogan scowled and jerked to his feet, swinging his head to glare at Chief and Cortana as he clomped out towards his quarters.

"Zo? Any ideas?" Mallus asked, relaxing his own grip on his pistol and watching Janeth disappear into his room."

Zo shrugged, "I could try to code some kind of containment, keep her from the ship's systems." Her tone was answer enough that she didn't believe it was a valid solution.

Cortana shook her head, "There's nothing any organic mind can code that I couldn't get around, **I** can't even code something to keep me out."

Simon perked up that that. "What if you code something then delete the memory having written it?" He asked. "It might not stop you, but it could slow you down."

Mallus looked over at a thoughtful Cortana. "Would it work?" He asked. "Give us time to put you in the box and wait out the storm?"

"It might work…" Cortana said slowly, mulling the idea over in her head. "I'll need to work on it for a while, no doubt I'll be faster cracking it than I would be writing it." She grimaced. "And I hate deleting things from memory….But yes, it should work to slow me down, a least a little."

Mallus clapped his hands together, "Then we have a course!" He said happily. "And with no murders, which is a nice bonus."

Under his helmet, Chief raised an eyebrow. "You were planning to murder us?"

"What?" Mallus asked, with raised brow plates. "Spirits no, I was worried Janeth would try something and you'd smear us all across the walls. I've seen you fight for spirits sake." He chuckled and sat down. "Now that we've figured a figurative course we need a literal one." He sighed. The majority of the crew began to disperse, Simon, Kalia, and River headed down towards the med bay and engine room and Walesh nodded at Zo before heading to the bridge

"Bean town?" Zo asked, joining him at the table. Chief carefully followed suit, gently resting on the chair that Janeth had vacated.

"Nah, too many relays between us. There's bound to be surveillance on some of them." Mallus crossed his arms over his barrel chest. "What about Findo and Shanty?"

Zo grimaced, "They'll sell us out faster than let us dock." Mallus wordlessly agreed.

"Patience?"

"Didn't she warp you last time you met?"

"That was business."

Zo rolled her eyes, "And Patience has **never** carried a grudge."

Mallus thought for a bit, "Fair point." he shrugged.

"Baak's system is close." Zo suggested. "You know we can trust him."

"I'd rather not bring this down on him," Mallus admitted, "He's got enough problems just being."

"He's our only real option." Zo insisted. "His colony is uncharted and hard to get to. If we leave now we can be there in a week."

Mallus groaned in dissatisfaction, "fine, that'll be our heading. Tell Walesh where we're going." Mallus hauled himself up and headed out towards the bridge, "I'm needing a nap. Wake me if we crash." He shuffled off and disappeared into his quarters.

"I think we all need a little shuteye," Zo said, she turned to Chief. "We'll be in deep space for a while, blue, so you might want to start on that coding soon."

"I'm already five thousand lines in," Cortana said smugly.

"Glad to see insanity hasn't made you humble," The turian grumbled as she walked out towards the bridge.

"You should probably get some sleep too, Chief," Cortana said. "Even you need to sleep."

Chief wordlessly left the mess, turning into a hallway that went around the cargo bay, leading him down past the engine room and a furiously working Kalia, and past the medbay with an exhausted looking Simon who was trying to take back some piece of equipment that River had taken. The young woman giggled as she smoothly spun away from him, keeping the object just out of reach. Chief watched in fascination, her movements were beyond graceful, each step and pivot carried and exact, almost mathematical sharpness while maintaining the soft elegance of a dance.

"River, I need that to do your checkup!" Simon insisted, clumsily swiping at his sister "Would you just- Please!" River laughed aloud and spun on, a radiant smile lighting her face. Chief moved on without speaking.

He entered his room and sat on his bed. "What do you think about her?" Cortana asked.

Chief thought for a bit and closed his eyes. "She might have made a good Spartan." He fell asleep quickly, and Cortana continued to work on her code.

* * *

><p>Liara glared at the infuriatingly curious structure. "What in the Goddess are you?" She asked angrily. The lights that had initially encircled it had vanished only moments after she began studying it and she hadn't been able to get them back on. There were no visible switches or latches, clasps or catches and her attempts to open it had been met with complete failure. Liara sighed and crossed the cavern to the small prefabed labshelter she'd set up after hiding her ship and calling the Matriarchs to see to the remaining lab personnel. It was a single room affair, with one-half containing a bed and a few shelves and the other half jam packed with as much scientific equipment as she could legally carry.

She approached the lab section peered though the microscope, she'd taken some scrapings from the thing a while ago.

"Goddess…" She whispered. She expected the outer layer of the structure to be...well...structural. But this dust was made of what looked like some kind of nanomachines that were both part of the load-bearing superstructure of the device and its computing matrix, it could be the entire obelisk was a solid block of these machines. _This is certainly beyond with the Protheans were capable of, maybe even more advanced than the Reapers._ That was a worrying thought. What race could be more advanced than the Reapers, who eliminates any space faring race that even comes close to their level of tech? And even if such a race did exist, how were they still a secret? Anyone capable of this level of sophistication could stand against the Reapers, maybe even 'toe to toe' as Shepard might put it.

Liara sighed and fell back into the lab chair. None of this made any sense, She'd thought she had figured it all out when she realized that the Protheans hadn't been the Relay builders, but rather the Reapers, to keep emerging civilizations on the path they wanted. But Liara couldn't even get her omni tool to recognize this stuff as technology, let alone interface with it.

"So if it's not talking our language…" Liara murmured, getting up and rummaging though the lab section for the piece of equipment she needed, "then let's listen to what it is saying…Aha!" She exclaimed as she found her prize, handheld a device that recorded every kind of information known, sonic, electromagnetic, chemical, electrical. This thing could register any kind of stimulus. She took it out to the obelisk and set the device to scan. A progress bar flickered onto the tiny screen.

"Scanning," A tiny voice said. "Please wait." The device would 'listen' for several hours and tell her exactly what this thing is saying.

"which means I have some time on my hands." Liara stretched her arms over her head. How long had it been since she'd slept? A yawn threatened to crack her jaw. Too long it seems. Liara turned and strode to her temporary home, lazily stripping off her coat and falling onto the bed, she was asleep within moments.

Liara stretched in bed, the warm shape beside her stirring gently in the early morning gray. "Mmmrn," she mumbled incoherently at a mess of red hair that peaked out from the covers, facing away. "How was your night, love?"

Shepard's head swiveled unnaturally around and a piercing shriek tore from her lips.

Liara jerked up from her bed, sleep fleeing in an instant and her heart pounding in her scalp. Her omni tool's alarm beeped shrilly at her, matched doggedly by another alarm in the cavern outside. Liara groaned and massaged her temples. "Ohh, I should really eat more before sleeping," she mumbled to herself, such dreams were...disconcerting. Liara stood, a little unsteadily, and hurried over to the device.

_Scan complete, _the message blinked on the device's small screen. "Excellent." Liara snatched up the device and took it back to her lab, opening the results on her omni tool. "Hmmm," Liara pursed her lips thoughtfully. The obelisk was producing tiny amounts of infragamma radiation, barely enough to even register. "Now what are you doing with that?" She wondered loud. "Only one way to find out." Liara opened a Text Archive on her omni tool, plopped down on her bed and began to read.

* * *

><p>"So now what?" Joker asked through the ship intercom, The conference room was a little far away for him to make it easily.<p>

"Well we need to find them," Ashley said, only a little bitterly, she hadn't been happy about what had happened on Omega, and doubly so that she'd missed it.

_Thank you for that stunning revelation…_ Shepard thought darkly, but a Commander doesn't mock her subordinates. "I've got Adams studying the decoy they used," She said instead. "We'll learn something about them from that." She turned to Wrex, "in the meantime I want you to reach out to any bounty hunter friends that are still alive and active in the terminus."

"Shepard." Wrex nodded his massive head.

"We can't use official channels out here without starting a war," Shepard said. "So anybody with a chip to cash in play it now."

"An old squadmate of mine was stationed out here, I'll see if he knows anyone," Ashley said.

"I can calculate how far they could go without relay access." Joker put in. "I can find the specs for that class somewhere."

"Good," Shepard said curtly. "Anyone else?"

Garrus shrugged. "A guy in relay control owes me a favor from my time in C-sec, next time we hit a buoy I can talk to him"

"Alright," Shepard said, "So what do we already know?"

"Old Firewing Class," Joker said, a holographic image of the ship flickered into the center of the room. "Officially they were decommissioned by pretty much every government decades ago." The image spun and zoomed to show the interior, "Nowadays they're used mostly by smugglers or anyone who needs to live rough in space. They've got more hidey holes than The Consort's academy and their parts are compatible with pretty much anything. Their drives are sensitive as hell, though, so they're terrible at complex maneuvers."

"Both of the we met on omega have military training." Garrus said, he tapped a command into his omni tool and the image of the ship became footage from their meeting, the vid showed Garrus' view, facing the balcony from the other side of the skycar lane. In the vid everything turned red and skycars dropped like flies, Shepard and Wrex fell back as Garrus fired a half dozen rounds at to cover them.

"How many turians _**don't**_ have military training?" Ashley asked dryly.

"At first, I thought he was hiding behind the big one." Garrus continued with one a smile to show for Ashley's comment. "But really the big one is shielding him, presumably because he appears to be bulletproof." In the footage, Garrus put a round right between the thick green plates, in the black undersuit. It looked as though he were only shoved rather forcefully. "I've never heard of anything that sturdy that isn't a tank." Garrus' tone was fairly disbelieving.

"Nothing is totally bulletproof," Shepard said sharply, "Just depends on the bullet."

"Regardless," Garrus said. "That round can put a krogan on its ass."

Wrex chuckled. "Just depends on the krogan," he said smugly.

"What about the big one?" Shepard asked. The room exchanged a series of unsure looks.

"...He's big?" Joker said slowly from the cockpit.

Shepard sighed.

"The Synthetic appeared on his shoulder," Garrus said finally, "implies some connection between them."

"I've never seen armour like that," Wrex added. "In over a century of mercenary work, never seen anything like that."

Shepard thought for a long moment. "What if the A.I is in the armour?" She asked.

"No way you can fit an A.I in there," Ashley said immediately. "Even if there wasn't a person in it already. I bet the processors are on their ship."

"We can't even assume that if we're dealing with Reapers." Shepard reminded. "We kept them from the Citadel Relay, they might be able to send an advance scout to gather support through indoctrination."

"I'm still not convinced this is Reaper's," Garrus said, scratching his mandibles. "We can't look for the answers were you think they should be, look at the evidence." He sounded every bit the detective he had been before joining Shepard.

"True," Shepard agreed, "but the Reapers are a galactic threat, almost literally the worst case scenario, if we prepare for that anything else will be easier for us, right?" She looked at everyone in turn, she almost seemed to be looking for verification.

Wrex shrugged, "Well you're not wrong." He said simply. Ashley and Garrus nodded uncertainly.

"Is there anything else? Shepard asked. The gathered crew remained silent. She stood. "Alright then, dismissed." She strode out the door without preamble and headed down to her quarters, absently returning salutes as the crew hurried around her going about their duties. She did spare a moment for a friendly wave to Chakwas, the older woman took a second from berating a private who had ignored her 'bloody good advice,' and reopened a wound to wave back and smile.

As the doors to her darkened room slid shut with a comforting hiss Shepard sighed and slumped to the side, leaning on the wall. Not bothering to turn the lights on, she tiredly wobbled to her bed and collapsed with a groan. The bed felt chilled and too empty by half.

She sighed and looked at the picture on her bedside table. Liara smiled back up at her, her tear streaked face smudged with ash and dirt and her armour scuffed and worn. Shepard had taken that picture only moments after Sovereign had died, the flying debris nearly killing them both. She had climbed up a huge ruined chunk of Reaper to see rescue teams scouring the council chamber and Liara's tear smudged face as she told Anderson she'd lost Shepard. When Shepard crested the ridge and they met eyes, the look of elation and relief that crossed Liara's face was the most beautiful thing Shepard could have ever imagined, She couldn't help but snap a picture with her omni tool. A sleepy smile crossed her face and her eyes drifted closed.

"Commander?" Joker's voice pulled her up out of her rest. "Commander, I finished those calculations, we've got a rough area that they could get to without refueling."

Shepard hauled herself up to a sitting position. "Alright, are we at the Relay yet?" She asked.

"Just got back into the system five minutes ago," Joker said.

"Patch us into the a comm buoy, Specter level access," Shepard ordered, she forced her voice to sound solid and awake. "Tell Wrex, Garrus and Ashley to send their messages." She swung her legs over the edge of her bed and pushed herself to her feet. She bit back a groan and her back and shoulder complained loudly and she massaged her shoulders uselessly. "I'm coming up."

She tiredly hobbled to the door, checking the time, she'd gotten less than 3 hours sleep inside the last 30. She paused at the door for a minute to don her workdress coat and have one final moment of solitude before she had to stop being Sarah and be 'Commander Shepard' again. With a sigh, she straightened her back, wiped the exhaustion from her face, and smoothed her collar down as she stepped out. _Time to go hunting._ She thought grimly.

* * *

><p>Chief sat cross-legged on his bed, the disassembled rifle on the covers surrounding him, he closed his eyes and took a breath. His hands burst into motion, snatching up and constructing the weapon without thought. The final piece clicked into shape and chief opened his eyes. The Vindicator sat in his hands, pristine as the day it'd been bought. Chief sighed, It'd been 56 hours since they'd set out for the planet where 'Baak' lived. Mallus and Zo had been fairly tight-lipped about who that was. Chief looked at the rest of his loadout: the phalanx pistol, tempest submachinegun, and widow sniper rifle, the latest being illegal in most council spaces.<p>

by now Chief could break down and assemble all the mechanical parts in under a minute with his eyes closed, he knew how to repair and fix a myriad of simple problems and he had a suite of programs to diagnose and fix most of software bugs or issues. He had spent the last two day learning everything and anything he could about his new arsenal and the world it came from, hours spent researching and studying the nuances and histories of all known species, thanks to a quick extranet trawl Cortana had done when they'd been connected to a buoy. He could recite the major import/exports of all the council races and had a functioning knowledge of how each individual race's governments worked.

And now he was bored.

Cortana hummed absently as she worked, still writing her defense code. Chief's eyes flicked to the little black box, tucked away in the corner of his room. He set the rifle down and stood up.

"Where we going?" Cortana asked, Chief could tell she hadn't stopped working to talk.

"Stretch my legs," he responded.

"Alright," she said airily, going resuming her work.

Chief stepped out of his room and turned down to the engine room, he wasn't looked for anything in particular, simply new stimuli. He ducked through the hatch into the engine room. The room was essentially a long corridor, with the long, cylindrical drive core laying down the center; Kalia was intently working over a small work bench set into the near corner to the door, a tiny storm of sparks and smoke billowed and shone from the tool in her hand.

The asari perked up as Chief entered the room. "Mister Chief!" she shouted over the powerful hum of the core. "What brings you 'round to my end of the ship?"

"How is the drive?" He asked. Kalia beamed at him.

"Oh it's comm'n along real nice," she twisted to show the progress she'd made. An irregular lump sat on the workbench, still smoking slightly from her previous work. "Now what you've got here is an asymmetrical adaptive shunt drive," she said proudly. "It's a gateway device that's designed to network with a series of other devices that will partition and defragment data for maximum storage capacity. Once I get another one or two of these babies I'll get to near abouts a two exabytes and a half of storage." She looked up at Chief like a dark blue puppy.

"Very impressive," Chief said.

"You bet your shiny face it is!" Kalia nodded fiercely, crossing her arms over her chest. "Most other techs need double the space for half the room!"

"Shall we try it?" Chief asked. Cortana hadn't really been paying attention, at least for an A.I, which meant she had a perfect understanding of what was happening outside of her coding work.

"Nope," Kalia shook her head and sat back down. "She's not done yet, I'll introduce'em when she's finished." The work table chair spun with a harsh squeal. "Your turn!" Kalia said brightly.

Chief arched an eyebrow being his mask. "My turn?" He asked.

"You asked me about something, now I'll be asking you!" Kalia said as though it were the most logical thing in the galaxy.

"I'm not sure that's-" Chief started.

"-Whats going on abouts inside your armour?" Kalia asked, standing up and circling Chief with a curious look in her eye. "Why's it so you never take it off?"

Chief restrained the urge to turn to face Kalia, "that's classified." He answered the question curtly. "And protocol." He added, answering the second.

Kalia's brows drew down in thought. "Don't you get all chafed and whatnot? Always snugged up inside that thing?"

Chief shook his head. "No."

The asari tapped a pale blue fingertip to her lips. "So what's keeping you smooth? Some kinda lotion?"

"That's classified."

"Awww, com'on mister Chief, ain't no one in the galaxy gon' take your secrets, all your enemies is a universe away!" Kalia argued hotly, but it had the edge of a plea to it.

"Already tried that," Cortana said absently, "won't work."

Kalia huffed tiredly. "Ok, so who's this Covenant Little Blue mentioned in her sad speech before?"

Chief stiffened a fraction, "the enemy," he said simply.

Kalia sighed exasperatedly. "Well that don't tell much, does it?" She planted her fists on her hips.

Chief stood silent for a moment, thoughtful, then he brought up his omni tool and accessed some of the nonclassified files that Cortana had taken from the Dawn. He sent a data packet to Kalia's omni tool with a wave of his hand.

Kalia grinned gleefully and dove into the data packet, opening up the first file, a video taken from Chief own HUD feed. In the video a handful of cadets cowered behind a short wall as plasma rounds flashed and flared overhead, many striking the wall and throwing up an acrid smoke as the concrete burned.

Chief's view moved and his rifle blasted away at the shapes firing at the cadets, kig-yar and unggoy lead by a Sangheili officer. The cadets fired blindly at the covenant forces as Chief circled around to the side, barreling into the alien squad with brutal force. In moments the entire squad was dead, the elite putting up a savage fight as the chaos caused by Chief allowed the cadets to score several hits on his subordinates. The officer growled something scathing in an alien tongue just as Chief snapped his arched neck with a savage twist.

Kalia's gleeful demeanor paled and her eyes took on a stricken look. She scrolled through the files, opening the non-classified files on the battle of Harvest and Reach then edited files on the battles of Installation 04 and 05, censoring the presence of the flood. At first, she opened each she came to but as she continued she skipped more and more files between looking into them, she closed the directory before she got to the bottom. "Goddess," she said frankly.

"That is the Covenant," Chief said sadly.

"So all you humans were at war with these bug boys?" Kalia asked, "all of you?"

"Yes."

"Huh," Kalia hummed thoughtfully. "Hard to imagine all humans agreeing on anything, to be straight and true. You folks tend to disagree a lot."

Chief shrugged, "Genocidal intent has that effect," he said dryly before turning to the door and left with only a backward wave.

Kalia watched the big human leave. "No small wonder he ain't stranger," she said softly, before going back to work.

Chief scaled the steep staircase up towards the mess, the pale yellow room was empty, but sounds of feet on catwalks and distant shouts filtered in from the cargo bay hatch. He picked up a levo nutrient paste tube before heading down towards the bay.

Cheerful shouts and laughter rang down the hallway, drawing Chief further. Chief ducked through the hatch to the cargo bay and carefully leaned on the guardrail to inspect the source of the noise. nearly the entire crew, save Kalia in the engine room and Mallus, who very nearly mirrored Chief's pose further down the catwalk, were playing….something. A single broad hoop was suspended from the ceiling and the crew appeared to be trying to maneuver a ball through it, though who was on which team, or even if there were teams, Chief couldn't tell.

"Is it some kind of game?" Chief asked as he approached Mallus. The turian's face held a trace of good humor about it, smiling softly as he watched the proceedings.

"A kind," Mallus chuckled. "Not sure on the rules yet, though." He put two talons into his mouth and whistled shrilly. The crew looked up to see Chief as Mallus jerked a thumb at him.

"Come join!" Walesh shouted up. "Good for emotional stability and morale," He said a little breathily. "Would add physical well-being, but am rather convinced you do not require it."

"Yes come play," Simon said, even more out of breath than Walesh. "It's...well it's not boring" He grinned tiredly.

"Careful Chief," Cortana said warily. "You might have fun." Chief didn't respond and descended the stairs to the lower levels of the bay.

Zo tossed him the ball, "what are the rules?" Chief asked. Zo shrugged.

"I'm sure we'll figure it out one day." Zo grinned and swiped at the ball. Chief swayed his hand out of the way and casually hopped up to hurl the ball at the hoop. The ball whistled as it shot through the air, neatly passing through the hoop without so much as brushing the side before carrying on and slamming into the opposite bulkhead with enough force to bounce it back in almost a straight line back through the hoop.

The ball bounced irregularly around the bay for several moments before rolling to a stop, trailed by the wide-eyed look of everyone in the hold. For several long minutes, the room was silent.

"...ok, he's on our team," Zo said faintly. The bay erupted into arguments, mostly centered around which team Chief would belong to.

"Told you." Cortana said smugly.

Chief didn't _**quite**_ smile when a begrudgingly impressed Janeth squared off against him, joined by slightly less than the entire crew.

"Strange but not strangers," a quiet voice said at his side. wide-eyed River looked up at him, facing the rest of the assembled crew.

"It's always more fun with a disadvantage." Mallus said from the other side, he stretched his neck and worked his shoulder in a circle. "Let's do this." He said with a grin.

* * *

><p>Liara gazed in wonderment at the device. "By the goddess," she murmured to herself. She'd figured it out. The infragamma radiation reacted to biological matter in a very particular fashion; it was actively searching for and reading genetic code, searching for the correct sequence, and it appeared that her's wasn't it.<p>

"Then why did you work before?" She asked herself aloud. She closed her eyes and tried to recall the time when she first found the obelisk.

_The wild scientist howled as she came into view, frothing at the mouth. Two salarians twitched_ _and lunged at her with their bare hands, too far gone now to even use basic weaponry. Liara frowned as a push field slammed them into the cavern wall, the audible crack of bones making her flinch. This wasn't normally how indoctrination worked, these scientists would have been useful to the Reapers, why not let them keep their sanity? _

_she ventured further in and stopped with a gasp, two of indoctrinated humans were...__**eating**__, a turian, their eyes were blank with madness and rage and their faces were smeared with blue blood. They both charged as soon as they saw her, she tried to deploy a singularity, but her implant hadn't cooled down yet. She backed up several steps and fired a full clip from her pistol, one of the humans fell with a pair of ruined knees, snarling and coughing up a mix of both red and blue blood, but the other passed behind an outcropping of rock as just the wrong moment. Shattered stone flecked the human with cuts, but none were overly damaging and the once-scientist lunged at her again with murderous intent. _

_Liara quickly and smoothly popped and reloaded her clip, again thankful for all the practice she'd had with Shepard. When her pistol leveled again the human was only over a meter away from her; a single shot rang in the cavern and the indoctrinated human dropped face down only feet from her, forcing her to side step as it slid past on the ground. She wiped off the hot blood that had spattered her face and carried on. _

Liara looked down at her now clean hand, it had been smeared with blood when she'd fist touched it, human blood. That could have temporarily fooled the obelisk into thinking she were human…

Human DNA. That's what she needed. her face had a grim set as she headed back into the caverns, at least, she had plenty of material to work with.

Liara sat in her lab and waited as her solution finished 'cooking'. Biology was not her strong suit, so this process had been a great deal of guesswork. The whir of the machine died with a soft ding and the lid opened to reveal a liquid that resembled water, concentrated human DNA mixed in a solution. She pulled out the solution and held it up to the light. "Heres hoping it works…" she murmured to herself, more than a little put off by what she had just done. If it worked then it was for a cause, but if not...well she'd rather not think about the labels she'd attach to herself if it didn't work.

Liara set the solution on a table outside, near the obelisk, definitely in range of the infragamma sensors and waited. Nothing.

Liara tapped her fingers on her lips. _Maybe if I…_ She hurried inside and found a heating plate. She transferred the solution to a good conductor and set it on the plate. In moments the bowl began to steam gently, Liara had to fight down a slight wave of nausea as the cloud rushed over her.

A spark of light flickered around the obelisk, Liara gasped, the cloud forgotten; slowly, as though reluctant, a holographic display shimmered into being around the obelisk, slightly different than the first set of controls she'd seen. At first the display was faint, it grew more solid as steam filled the area.

Liara sprang into action, she had no idea how long this mist would last, or if the obelisk would see through her deception. Her fingers flew across the display, trying to memorize everything she could and taking multiple pictures with her omni tool.

A solid hour passed, and the display was still solidly ringing the obelisk, Liara slowed her frenzied pace, it appeared that her workaround was working. Liara looked at the bowl of solution, "First things first, find a way to turn off that cursed sensor." She said, eager to be rid of her foul concoction.

Hours later Liara sighed and scrubbed a hand over her scalp. The work was hard, and slow going to be generous. The language that the device was designed in was massively complex, many times more so than the Protheans, and translating each sentence was hours of work. It did appear to have some connection to the Protheans. If she used their standardized alphabet she only had to reform most of the words and sentence structure to make basic sense of some of the more simplistic concepts.

Finally, after a truly embarrassing length of time, she found what appeared to be something that translated roughly to, 'The Eye for the Mantle', which could be turned off. When her finger passed through the key, a nearly imperceptible whirl died, one she hadn't noticed until it died, now the cavern felt slightly more empty than before.

As the whirl died, a second set of controls leapt into being, ones that she recognized from when she had first activated the obelisk. Liara paused for a second, waiting to see if some technological horror would be unleashed. Nothing happened. Liara walked back to the mostly empty bowl of solution and turned the heat off, setting it aside in case she needed again, goddess forbid.

When she returned to the obelisk the display was still strong, but the mist still lingered in the air. As she continued to work, patiently trying to piece together the meaning of the device, the steam faded, and to Liara's eternal delight, the controls did not.

Hours still later Liara hadn't made much progress. she'd translated half a dozen pages and none told her what it was, only speaking about the 'Continuation of the Mantle.' Sleep dragged at her eyes and her mind was slowing like a drunk krogan after the headbutting competition.

Liara sighed, She'd been working for nearly 13 hours. she stumbled back to her room and fell onto the bed without bothering to even take off her coat.

* * *

><p>Liara watched through a window as a blindfolded Shepard walked through a maze, the walls were coated with bramble thorns, each one dripped with scarlet.<p>

"Hello?" Shepard asked, her hands reaching out blindly before her, each time she moved she came perilously close to the thorns, only missing them by a fraction of an inch. All around her a darkness swept in, gently nudging her this way and that, ever forward closer to the thorns. A deep pitfall touched her toes and Shepard stopped, and inch from falling into the black. "Can anyone hear this?" She asked loudly. "This is Commander Sarah Palmer of the UNSC Navy if anyone is reading this please respond."

What? Liara frowned, no that wasn't right.

"You said it was operational?" Shepard's voice was slightly distant, as though turned away to talk into a different room. "I say again this is Commander Sarah Palmer," Shepard's voice returned to normal. "Please respond if able." Shepard said she ripped off the blindfold. "Looks like no one is there now," she said, turning to lock eyes with Liara before she took a step and disappeared into the black.

Liara jerked awake. Her breath can in ragged gulps and her scalp pulsed with her heartbeat.

"Let me know if something arises," Shepherd's voice said from outside.

Liara tore out from her bed, into the cavern. "Shepard?" She called out, how had Shepard even found her?

"Hello?" Shepard's voice said again. Discombobulation shook Liara's world for a moment. Her voice was coming from the obelisk!

"Shepard!" Liara exclaimed happily. "Where are you? how did you get your device to work?" She asked. "I had the strangest dream about you, you said you had a different name." Liara chuckled lightly, the details were already fading from her memory.

"I'm not at liberty to discuss my current location…" Shepard said slowly. "Who am I speaking to?" She ordered. Liara frowned at that. Shepard never ordered her outside a combat situation. _Well, that's not __**exactly**_ _true, _a little voice said, a tide of deep purple rose to Liara's forehead.

"Shepard, it's me, Liara, Dr. Liara T'soni." Liara said with a wary edge. Had something happened to her? Perhaps her memory had been effected?

"I don't know any Liaras." Shepard's voice said curtly. "My name is Commander Sarah Palmer of the UNSC Infinity, and I would like an explanation."

Liara's mind whirled, that was definitely Shepard's voice, but something **was** different, it was much harsher, less forgiving.

"You're not the only one." She said faintly.
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* * *

><p>Alarms blared inside the Quiet Repose and the lights dimmed into an ominous red. Mallus looked up from his desk inside his room. "Well, that can't be good," he said to himself. He threw on a shirt and dashed outside, nearly slamming into Zo as she ran up to his door.<p>

"Speak to me," Mallus ordered. "Cortana?" He asked.

"No sir," Zo said. "The course to Baak's is a bit more rocky than we expected, we took a hit."

"What about our barriers?" Mallus asked with a frown.

"Failed after the third hit."

"I thought you said those couplings would last for a month?" Mallus said hotly.

"That was half a year ago, sir."

Mallus sighed and leaned back into his room, tagging the intercom. "Kalia? What kind of hurt those cursed spirits do?"

A fresh set of alarms blared through the intercom. "drive took a knock but still intact cap," Kalia chirped, still sounding more like a girl at a festival than a mechanic on a sinking ship. "But our main thrust had a bump she won't shake off on her own, left side main is all down. Everything else looks shiny, but I'll do a full work through to check."

"Can we slow?"

"Not without spinn'in us so fast our eyeballs pop, sir," Kalia said bluntly.

"We'll save that for later then." Mallus mused. "drop us out of FTL and see where we are."

"Aye aye," Kalia said brightly. Mallus nodded to Zo. She hurried up to the cockpit. "Folks might wanna brace." Kalia's voice came over the ship wide. "We're dropping out at a bit more speed than strictly safe. Dampeners can only do so much, see."

Mallus groaned and bent his legs, gripping the bulkhead tightly. The galaxy...flinched. It sent a tremor through the ship that tossed the readied Mallus from his feet like a cadet sparring against a Blackwatch officer. Mallus landed with a thud and gasped as the air was squeezed from his lungs. A similar, much louder thump permeated through Janeth's door.

"Hmm? I'm awake." Janeth's muffled voice said. His door snapped open. "That A.I trying to kill us yet?" He asked, his shotgun was already in his hands.

"No…" Mallus wheezed. He struggled to his feet. "Took a debris hit," He said, leaning on his knees for support.

"Oh." Janeth seemed disappointed, the shotgun lowered. "Alright." He went back inside.

Mallus stumbled to the cockpit. stepping over the knee knocker. "Sitrep," He said hollowly, still slightly winded from his fall.

"Well." Zo looked down from the large holographic shape in the center of the room. "Looks like we're all going to die."

* * *

><p>Commander Sarah Palmer stood in the Infinity's central lab along with acting Captain Lasky, Dr. Glassman, and Warrant Officer Jun-A266. Lasky stood straight-backed, Jun somehow managed to seem as though he lounged standing up. The acting captain's face was pinched in a blend of concentration and confusion as he looked at a tall rectangular slab laying on one of the central tables.<p>

"So what are you telling me, Commander?" He asked finally after a long stretch of silence.

"This appears to be a forerunner communication device, transmitting from an unknown location, sir," Palmer said shortly. She nodded towards the table. "The woman, Dr. Liara T'soni, says she is an archeologist who found a similar device and activated it, connecting the two." Palmer stood smartly at the side of the table.

"Very well," Lasky said slowly, his tone searching for more information, "why call me down for that? A simple report would do."

Glassman snorted. "Maybe if it wasn't the discovery of the century," he said, sitting opposite Palmer in a six-wheeled chair. Jun shrugged mutely and nodded.

Lasky looked between the doctor the two Spartans. "Would someone care to fill me in?" He asked.

"I would be happy to, Captain." The artifact cut in with a smooth treble. "With my talk with Commander Palmer I have deduced that I am not only speaking to you across space but possibly also universes - though, I suppose time isn't completely impossible," She added a little ruefully.

Lasky blinked. Twice. "Speaking," he said flatly, "between universes."

"Quite possibly, yes," The woman said.

Lasky sighed heavily. "First I've got crazy Covenant Remnants and a genius war criminal defecting to another **more dangerous** war criminal, now I've got inter-dimensional archeologists," he scrubbed his hands over his face.

"Inter-universal." The woman said. "There are only four dimensions, at least in my universe."

"Right," Lasky corrected himself dryly, "inter-universal." He exchanged a skeptical look with Palmer. "What was your intention when you activate your device?" He asked T'soni directly.

"I was simply trying to understand it," Liara said, "I have never seen anything resembling this in all my life and I wished to study it further."

"Do you hold any hostility towards the UNSC or allegiance to the Covenant Remnant faction?" Lasky asked sharply.

"Not at all," Liara said easily. If she were off put by the Captain's question it didn't show. "In fact, this universe has a wide variety of alien races that work together regularly, humanity included."

"Hmm," Lasky pinched his chin between his thumb and forefinger thoughtfully. "This is quite the discovery," He admitted, "but I cannot see how it affect our current mission. Our current objective is far too important to be stalled for the sake of conversation, regardless of how groundbreaking it's circumstances."

"Captain!" Glassman said hotly, "This might be the biggest scientific discovery since the slipspace drive!" He jerked to his feet. "The exchange of information alone-"

"-And right now the Remnant forces are being aided by one of the most gifted human minds of our generation." Lasky interrupted flatly. "Halsey takes precedence." His tone brooked no argument. "You have permission to maintain contact with this person and learn what you can, but your main goal should be the recovery of Dr. Halsey." Laksy nodded to Palmer and Jun, then froze for a moment and looked uncertainly at the artifact. "Ma'am," He said with a valiant effort to maintain gravitas, before he spun on his heels and strode out.

"He's right Glassman, you know that," Jun said, crossing his arms and leaning on the wall easily.

"Well, I can't say I'm surprised," Liara said. "Considering you're on a human warship."

"You have much experience with human militaries?" Jun asked, his Slavic voice surprisingly soft.

"Yes," Liara said. "I served aboard a vessel crewed mostly by the Systems Alliance for several months recently."

"The Alliance," Glassman said, now intent on learning as much as he could, "That's the human's government?" He brought out a data pad and began typing.

"Yes and no," Liara said with a lecturer's tone. "The System's Alliance is the ruling body for Earth as a whole and all her colonies and is backed by Earth's more influential countries, which are independent. It's the face of humanity in the galaxy," she explained. "I've always found it to be an interesting entity, as my own species has none comparable." She sounded rather thoughtful.

"You're not human?" Palmer asked, surprised. Both Jun and Glassman shared similar looks. In their experience aliens sounded distinctly **not** human, even the Sangheili had an innate gruffness to their voice that marked them distinct from Mankind.

"No," Liara sounded surprised at their surprise. "I am an Asari, though be both share several similarities in our basic anatomy."

"Fascinating," Glassman exclaimed lowly, typing furiously. Jun chuckled and jerked up to stand straight.

"This is interesting, but I have work to do," he said. He snapped a salute to Palmer before disappearing out the door with a backward wave.

"Four-hundred Spartans don't command themselves." Palmer agreed, nodding to the doctor.

"Commander Shep- I mean, Palmer," Liara called out. "Would it be possible to speak with you again? I have some theories about the differences and similarities of universes that I would like to test."

Palmer nodded. "Of course," she said easily, "just have Henry pass a message to our onboard AI, Roland. He'll always be able to find me." Palmer nodded again and left the room. She couldn't quite place it, but something about the soft-spoken woman made her feel...off.

* * *

><p>"What do we have?" Shepard asked. She looked up at Garrus and the work he was doing on the Mako.<p>

"I'm calibrating the main gun right now," He said absently, not looking around. He clambered down the tank and buried nearly his entire arm into the canon's large barrel. "The autocannon needs a little more work, but I should have it done tomorrow."

Shepard crossed her arms, "I was referring to the fugitives," she specified.

Garrus glanced back over his shoulder. "Riiight." He retrieved his arm and slid down the side of the tank, clacked loudly against the tank's armour plates as he went. "I talked to my friend in the citadel. He sent me a list of all the relay activity since we found them." He brought up his omni tool and accessed the list.

"And?" Shepard asked.

Garrus shrugged, "No hits on the registry, no Firewing class transports used that relay in months."

"Buuuut?" Shepard asked, hearing the lack of an ending to the story.

Well, it's not impossible to fake a registry," Garrus said, "it's certainly not easy, but I've seen it happen. Usually, when someone wants to sneak into the citadel, not out." He added. "I'll be going through the list to try and match up the masses, see if I can't find us a lead."

"Sounds good," Shepard nodded. She trusted Garrus to do what was right, even without her supervision. But she'd always believed it important to keep a presence among her subordinates, even if she just told them to do what they were doing to do anyway. "Now what's wrong with my tank?" She asked with a grin.

"Only your driving," Garrus said wryly. He climbed up and offered a hand. Shepard chuckled and hauled herself up.

"C'mon, I'm not that bad," Shepard said easily.

"You know how hard it is to flip one of these things?" Garrus asked dryly.

"Of course, I do," Shepard said, utterly straight-faced. "I've done it twice." They both laughed. "Now what do we do first?" Garrus pointed at the maintenance terminal, a thick box with cables running out and into the Mako.

"Go to that and tell me the error code." Garrus reached back into the cannon.

Shepard knelt by the box. She opened her omni tool and accessed the terminal, scanning over the page briefly. "2148-7450-EI," She said.

Garrus froze. "2148-7450-EI?" He asked carefully. He began to slowly pull his arm out of the barrel as though it might explode if he breathed too heavily.

"hmh?" Shepard looked in confusion at her friend's on eggshells behavior. She reread the page. "Oh, sorry. 7450-Et." She corrected herself. Garrus visibly sagged with relief. "What would EI have meant?" Shepard asked slowly.

"Do you really want to know the specifics of how this tank can accidently blow up your ship?" Garrus asked pleasantly.

Shepard thought for a moment. "Will knowing affect the likelihood of you preventing it?" She retorted thoughtfully.

"Nope."

Shepard stood. "Then I think I'm good." She dusted off her knees "I'm gonna go check on Adams, you good?" Garrus waved her away wordlessly, already consumed into his work; very nearly a literal description, as his head had joined his arm inside the cannon.

Shepard entered the engineering room to find Adam's small core of staff circled around a large white cylinder. The device dominated what was left of the free space. Adams himself was hunched over the Normandy's core diagnostic suite, tiredly massaging his temples.

"Engineer Adams," Shepard said sharply, though not harshly.

"Commander!" Adams spun around and hastily flung up a salute. The room followed suit and Shepard lazily returned them

"At ease everybody," she said easily. She crossed her arms. "What can you tell me?"

"I can tell you I wished we had Tali back," Adams said darkly. "And whoever made that thing is either insane, a genius, or both." His thumb jabbed at the device. "Its got so many different radiological sources and so little proper containment I'm amazed it didn't explode when they launched it."

Shepard took a step back. "It's dangerous?" She asked.

"No, no." Adams tiredly soothed his commander. "There's not a single photon of dangerous radiation leaking from it." His omni tool's Geiger counter flashed into existence, it's holographic needle fluttering well inside acceptable ranges. "But the thing is I can't find one manufactured radiation shield in the whole thing!" He sounded more impressed than anything. "The crybaby can emulate hundreds of different signals and the fact that everything keeping it together seems to be either handmade or jury-rigged from something else is amazing, Commander."

Shepard arched an eyebrow. "The cry baby?" She asked. One of the engineers pointed to the side of the device. The word 'Crybaby' was spattered on in purple paint.

"So making this took skill?" Shepard asked. " Education?"

"Skill, definitely," Adams said, "But education?" He shook his head ruefully. "Commander, there isn't an engineer alive that would build something like this, not many more **could** do it." He looked at the crybaby with a mix of awe and disdain. "There's no way any established military or corporation would allow this to be used on their ships without massive safety upgrades."

"So a highly talented engineer with little to no formal education and irresponsible disregard for his crew's safety and general well-being?" Shepard surmised.

"That about sums it up, Commander," Adams said darkly. "If Tali were here she might be able to get something more out of it. I'll work on taking it apart, see if I uncover anything else. But that's all I can tell you now."

"It's better than nothing," Shepard said. She clapped Adams on the shoulder, "good work," She nodded to the remaining staff. "Carry on." Returning the flurry of salutes she walked back into the cargo bay.

Wrex clomped around near the armoury. When Shepard approached he dropped onto a thick block and pulled out his shotgun to begin cleaning it. "Shepard," he rumbled without looking up.

"Wrex," Shepard said. "Any news?"

"Nope."

"Very well." Shepard left without another word.

Ashley's contact in the Terminus hadn't come up with anything either. This meant that they didn't have a clear move open to them. Shepard tapped her foot as the elevator slowly rose to the mess hall. They could stay in the system, and scan for them. An unlikely strategy to work, they would have left or gone to ground immediately. They could also leave for the citadel and search for any leads there. She had one turian's voice and armour config and a good look at their pilot and their ship. Along with the target himself, that wasn't nothing.

The elevator whirred to a halt and Shepard stepped off, heading up the stairs and past the galaxy map with purpose. When she entered the cockpit Joker looked over his shoulder.

"Hey commander, we find those jerkbags yet? I really want to put my foot into that salarians face," he said. "just, uh, you go first. Y'know, soften him up a bit" He thought for a moment. "Preferably into a pudding-like texture, but I'll take soggy bread as well."

"Of course," Shepard said with dry graciousness. "But no, we haven't found them yet."

Joker grimaced, "must be good at hiding then."

"Nobody's perfect," Shepard said grimly. "The Spectre notice went out?"

"Yes, Ma'am. Every law enforcement and bounty hunting agency in the council will have everything we have on them in a few hours." He rubbed a hand across the inside of the cockpit. "We'll get'em, baby, don't worry," he soothed gently.

Shepard ignored her pilot's antics. "Do we have contact with the Migrant Fleet?" She asked absently. She missed having her whole team on call.

Joker swiped through a series of screens, "Hmmm, nope." He said. "Looks like the last time they hit a buoy was about a week ago. Probably just in a non-relay system doing some mining or making another near sentient synthetic lifeform that will ally with the Reapers and try to obliterate all organic life."

Shepard nodded seriously. "Its really inspiring, so much optimism."

"Yeah, I'm a cynic, so sue me," Joker grumbled, "Uh, Ma'am." He added, a little late.

Shepard smirked wryly. "That's what I like about you, Joker. Such strict adherence to military protocol."

Joker puffed his chest out and drew his face into a serious scowl. "Ma'am," he growled, chasing it with a salute. His was a little more careful than most. Shepard didn't fault him for not wanting to break a rib, however.

"At ease, flight-lieutenant," Shepard said gravely. She chuckled

"We have a heading yet?" Joker asked, his own smile fading slowly.

"We'll be doing a short patrol route around the system," Shepard said. Most of her best decisions were snap decisions anyway. "Garrus' contact is tracking the use of this Relay and will ping us if it's used while we're gone."

"Sounds good, Commander." Joker's levity was replaced by the professional pilot who'd saved her life more times than she'd care to count. "Just give me the coordinates through the galaxy map and we'll get underway."

Shepard stopped quickly by the map to input the patrol route before heading downstairs. She crossed the mess and opened her locker, snugged up against the medbay outer wall. taking out her sniper and a broad cloth, she took them over to the table and laid out the cloth on the table. She sat down and began to meticulously pick apart her weapon. Each piece was cleaned and set aside. Each piece was set in its place. Soon the cloth was an filled in an orderly array of parts.

If you looked at the Commander just then, you might think she was concentrating harshly on her task. But if you really studied her, you would notice that her eyes, while intense, were far away. They focused out into the future. On things that might happen, some things she knew could happen, and others still that she would **make** happen.

* * *

><p>"We're going to die?" Mallus asked, slightly dumbfounded<p>

"Unfortunate," Walesh said without looking around from the cockpit. "Had things to do today."

"Zo?" Mallus asked. "An explanation?"

Zo manipulated the controls of the holotank, showing a long, thin asteroid spinning end over end. It looked not unlike a crude kind of barbell if it were a tiny fraction of its size. The image of the Repose hurtled towards it. "We passed through a debris field that wasn't on the charts." The image spun to show a wide swath of shapes, tiny compared to the asteroid, behind the Repose. The multitude of tiny shapes still swirled from the Repose's passing and some had been pulled out along with it to follow. "It was probably made by a few planetoids smashing together. Or Baak could have put it there intentionally. You know how he is."

As Mallus thought, Chief ducked into the bridge. "I swear it wasn't me," Cortana said immediately.

"Yeah, yeah." Mallus waved her away without looking. "We took a hit from debris, our left side main engine is down."

"Solutions?" Chief asked.

"Kalia can fix it," Mallus said, keying the intercom to engineering. "But that isn't the real problem, it appears we're on a collision course with a rather large bit of rock." He nodded to the holotank. "We can't slow down without overwhelming the dampeners and killing us all." He pointed out before Chief could ask.

"What about maneuvering thrusters?" Chief asked.

"Kalia?" Mallus asked.

"Maneuvering thrusters are all kinds of dandy, cap..." Kalia said.

"...I'm sensing a rather off-putting ending to this story," Mallus said.

"Drive core won't re-engage." the mechanic finished in a pained tone. "I'm not sure what's eating her, she seems shiny! But everything I try just keeps her ornery."

Mallus' face drew down. "Just keep working," He said softly. "If anyone in the galaxy can unbreak this it's you."

"Aye aye, capt'n" Kalia said. Mallus shut the comm down and opened the ship-wide.

"All hands to the mess save Kalia and Walesh," He ordered flatly, he suited his words and marched out without another word.

When Chief entered the mess behind Zo, most of the crew had already gathered. The Tams sat at the far end of the table and Mallus and Zo were at the head. Janeth shouldered past Chief and clomped over into a chair.

"What's going on?" Simon asked, he had an arm wrapped tightly around River's shoulders, trying to comfort her. River scratched her head absently. Her wide eyes fixed ahead into the wall.

"The Repose took damage from some debris," Mallus said shortly. "Half of our main engine is out and the drive core won't re-engage. The maneuvering thrusters don't pack enough punch to move us enough without it and-."

"So?" Janeth interrupted. He shrugged. "Little monkey can fix anything."

"Not before we smash into the asteroid." Mallus finished.

"And how long will that take?" Simon asked carefully. His voice was calm but his eyes were widened with fear. His grip on his sister tightened visibly.

"Less than an hour," Walesh said from the bridge. "Assuming no outside interactions."

"Which means we've got significantly less than that to think of a plan," Mallus said. "Any takers?"

The room was filled with a heavy silence. Mallus and Zo shared looks and Simon glared at the floor, deep in thought. Janeth shifted on his chair, picking at a rough patch of plate on his forehead.

"It seems," Simon started. "That we have two basic options." He looked up at the gathered crew and raised his hands like a scale's. "We either move us out of the asteroid's way or move the asteroid out of our's."

"And of the two we are inarguably the lighter," Mallus added, tapping a talon against his spurred chin. "But of a slightly more delicate nature."

"Right," Simon said. "It might be much more difficult to move the Repose far enough to save her without destroying us." He frowned thoughtfully and a deep silence settled over the crew. "So," Simon continued his thought. "Do we have enough firepower to destroy or knock away this asteroid?" He looked up at Janeth.

Janeth shrugged. "I got a Cain. Could do some damage."

"How big is the asteroid?" Simon asked.

"Approximately 13 tonnes," Walesh said. "Lucky, to be so small,"

"Will a Cain be able to move that?" Chief asked.

Janeth scratched his chin loudly, his fingers rasping on his scaly skin. "I dunno." Cain's big, but maybe not that big," he said thoughtfully. If Mallus looked closely he could see the smoke rising from the krogan's ears.

"It would work best with we could get an explosion inside the asteroid," Zo said, smacking a curled fist into the palm of her hand. "The proper application of force."

"Delivery?" Chief asked.

"We could throw you at it." Mallus offered to the krogan. Janeth chuckled.

"What about that box of treats you kept from your ship?" Mallus asked, turning to Chief. "Any more of those party poppers left?"

"There are two more Furys." Cortana said. " But the problem is delivery again. They don't have any propulsion to speak of."

"Other options?" Zo asked.

Chief said nothing, a plan forming in his head. "Bring up the scan," he asked.

Zo shared a look with Mallus before she shrugged and opened her omni tool, projecting the image of the asteroid into the mess.

Chief stared at the image for a while. Every eye in the mess trained on him in curiosity. "Do you see it?" He asked.

"I think so," Cortana said slowly. "Do we have a charger or it?"

"It's there to be used," Chief replied, a hint of dryness in his voice.

"You're not wrong," Cortana said ruefully. "Still, it'd be nice to be able to use it more than four times."

"Would either of you care to fill us in?" Mallus said loudly.

Chief straightened from looking at the tumbling image of the impending asteroid. "I believe we have a solution," Cortana said.

Chief dug through the crate filled with UNSC gear. After a long minute of searching, he pulled out an angular looking device that he slung over his shoulder.

"This," Cortana said to the assembled crew in the cargo bay. "Is the M6 Grindell/Galilean Nonlinear Rifle, otherwise known as the Spartan Laser."

"Laser?" Mallus' mandibles twitched in excitement. "I thought all of your weapons are projectile based."

"Most are," Cortana relented, "but this is the UNSC's most powerful infantry weapon, it can cut through feet of armour plating in seconds."

"Sounds real interesting," Janeth grunted. "But how's that help us? Laser can't blow up an asteroid."

"You're correct," Cortana said, mildly surprised. "But it can be used to drill a hole in the asteroid to allow your cain to deliver the maximum amount of force to the asteroid from the inside." The construct's smiled smugly. "Even if we just weaken the center of it, it's spinning might tear itself apart."

"Sounds like a plan," Mallus said thoughtfully. "If you can make the shot," He added.

"I can make it," Chief said flatly. "**We** can make it," he added.

"Alright!" Cortana said brightly, "So, Janeth, if you'll just give us your big gun we'll be off to save everyone."

Janeth crossed his arms over his barrel chest. "No," He said flatly.

Every head turned to the krogan. Janeth's rolled over nearly the whole of the cargo bay.

"Janeth," Mallus started gently. Gently, but a sea at storm hid behind his words. "You'll be giving the nice folk whatever they'll need to save our hides."

Janeth shrugged. "That ain't happen'n," He said. "And don't be thinking it's cuz I don't like you. I mean I don't." He added. "I'm of the mind you two are noth'in but trouble in a shiny skin, but that ain't why."

"Then would you be so kind as to enlighten us?" Simon said impatiently.

"Few years ago I had my favorites imprinted to my DNA and omni tool," Janeth said defensively. "Didn't want to get 'em stole."

"So you need to be the one using the Cain." Mallus murmured under his breath, looking crosswise as Janeth. He stepped close to the Krogan. "Can you make that shot?"

Janeth turned a broad eye towards him. "Damn right I can," he growled darkly, stepping forward to loom over Mallus threateningly.

"I'll have Zo download an enhanced aiming suite into your omni tool," Mallus said quietly.

Janeth opened his mouth to snap something with an arrogant glint in his eye before freezing. He hesitated a moment, his eyes flicking over to Chief and Cortana. He clapped his jaw shut. "Thanks," he said quietly, to low to be heard by anyone save themselves.

"Don't mention it," Mallus said just as quietly. He raised his voice. "Times wasting, best be off to saving our hides you three." He jerked his thumb towards the personnel door out of the cargo bay. "Best bundle up, it's a mite cold outside."

Janeth snapped a lifeline onto his hardsuit belt and stepped out of the Repose, kicking up to glide over top of the hull. Around him the universe sped past in a blur, except a handful of smaller stones that seemed to hang motionless in space, pulled along with the Repose when it smashed through the debris field. Janeth activated his gravity assist and his boots clunked dully in his own ears as they snapped down to let him stand. Chief swam up behind him and turned on his own mag boots, sealing himself onto the hull.

Ahead of them, the asteroid seemed almost to tumble in place. It was still thousands of kilometers away, but growing closer every second.

"Ready?" Chief asked. He walked up towards the bow of the ship, each step forcing him to jerk his foot up off the ship before it snapped down almost soundlessly. Janeth followed laboriously with only a grunt as a response. Even though he wasn't using magnetic boots, you still had to make sure your foot was all the way down and sealed to the floor before you took your next step. He'd rather not have to use the lifeline, if only for his pride.

Chief stopped at the highest swell of the ship's hull, just above the mess on the inside. The long neck of the hallway leading to the bridge stretching out in front of him to the angular head of the ship. Chief pulled the laser from his back and cradled it in his arms. He waited silently as Janeth clomped up to him.

"Take your shot," Janeth grunted. Chief silently slipped the weapon over his shoulder and aimed. In the distance, the asteroid spun with deceptive slowness. Chief sighted in and waited motionless as he waited for the right moment to fire. The asteroid's elongated tip swung up and around, up and around. Chief didn't shoot, he waited, patiently studying the spinning. Then, as the tip swung down and pointed at the Repose, Chief's weapon began to whine shrilly and a red targeting laser flickered onto existence. The tip of the asteroid tumbled on and precisely as the center was flush with the Repose a brilliant streak of red blazed through space, carving a swath through a number of smaller stones and vaporizing a neat hole deep into the massive asteroid.

Janeth stared mutely at the purple-green after image that dominated his vision. He shook his head. He could ask to try it later. Janeth opened his omni tool and executed the enhanced targeting program that Zo had given him, it was a modified version of the same program dreadnaughts use for their own massive cannons.

A grid overlay flashed across his hud, a targeting reticle forming around the hole that Chief had made. "Warning," a cool female voice said in his ear. "distance to target categorized extreme for designated weapon. Advice relocation."

"I ain't got that option," Janeth growled quietly, "Just figure it out!"

"Complying." The voice cut off as the program ran. "Firing solution available," the program said after a moment. "Warning, chance of successful connection to target at this location estimated at 37%." A series of targets appeared on Janeth's hud, showing the best possible firing solution. A small light accompanied by a soft beep marked the lead necessary for the weapon to fire at the right time. Janeth quickly pulled the cain from the small of his back and lined up to the target.

"Here goes nothing." He murmured. He waited for only a single beat and squeezed the trigger. The Cain hummed lowly as it began its firing sequence, raising higher and higher until it reached its peak. A dull 'whumph' traveled through his suit as a slug sped away.

They waited. The asteroid was still thousands of kilometers away, the slug would take several minutes to hit home.

"There!" Cortana said. A spray of rock fragments bloomed from the center of the asteroid, but well away from the hole. The asteroid simply kept spinning, barely noticing the impact and looming ever closer.

Janeth cursed loudly and began to reload his weapon.

"How many more shots do you have?" Chief asked.

"Two."

Chief was silent as Janeth went through the tedious process of ejecting the sink core, snagging it before it flew away. They could use it again once it cooled down. He pulled a fresh core from his ammo belt and slotted it into the Cain with a savage twist to lock it in place.

"Cortana could help," Chief offered.

"Yeah, I'm definitely better than whatever program you're using," Cortana added helpfully.

"And let an insane A.I into my gear and vital life support systems?" Janeth asked with an incredulous dryness. "I think I'll be passing on that."

"You'll have a better chance of hitting your target-" Chief said flatly.

"No's no." Janeth snapped, bringing the cain to bear on the asteroid again. "That's final." He opened his targeting program and lowered his voice. "Now find me a rudding firing solution!" He snapped.

"Calculating." The program said, cooly. "Distance to target designated drastic, targeting interference designated extreme, Please relocate."

Janeth took two steps to the right.

"Calculating," the program repeated. "Firing solution available. Warning, due to circumstances, estimated chance of success is shown as 26%. For best results, please relocate.

Janeth growled low in his throat, frustration building in his chest. He lined up the targeting reticules and breathed, listening to the soft beeping. This time, he was sure he hit it right on the beat, in perfect line with the target. The cain jumped back in his hands as the slug leapt away into space. Another long stretch of waiting followed.

A fountain of rock splashed out from the side. It was much closer now, almost visibly growing larger as they approached.

Chief spun on Janeth. "Let. Her. Help." He said, looking Janeth dead in the eye.

Janeth didn't back down. "No," He said. he ripped the core from his weapon and slammed the last one in.

"You'll kill us all," Chief said.

"No, I won't," Janeth said. He raising the weapon for the last time.

"**Enough**" An engraved Cortana howled. Without warning, a brilliant scarlet spark arched between Chief and Janeth. The krogan's omni tool flashed red and his hud fizzed with static and red light.

"Fire here or we're all dead." Cortana's voice hissed in his ear, a red reticle appeared on his HUD. Janeth ground his teeth together. He almost argued further, but he could see the asteroid swinging ever closer. It was hard to fight when you're dead.

"Fine." Janeth swung his head away from the spartan and carefully aimed. It seemed...easier now, steadier.

"In case you're wondering, I'm stabilizing you through your suit's micro servos," Cortana said, a rich chuckle filling Janeth's helmet. "And pull the trigger…" She waited for the target to present itself again. "Now."

Janeth squeezed.

The Slug disappeared into the hole and from the front a faint burst of fragments could be seen erupting from the back of the asteroid

It kept spinning.

"Great," Janeth grunted. "I fired there **and** we're all dead." He jerkily turned to walk back to the cargo bay door. "That's what you call a win-win," he said bitterly.

"Seems like it worked out to be," Chief said. Janeth turned just in time to see one-half of the asteroid go sailing overhead, tailed by a handful of smaller stones and a thick column of dust.

Janeth watched silently as the stone receded from sight and became nothing but a dark speck on a black field. "looks like it did," he said evenly. He deactivated his boots and yanked on his lifeline, pulling himself down to the cargo bay doors and out of Chief and Cortana's sight.

* * *

><p>Kai Leng studied the footage of the incident. His tiny, corvette class ship was powered down, everything except the most basic life support, to avoid detection. The screen of debris had been a test, the other asteroid had been simply a happy accident. Not to mention far more enlightening.<p>

"Hmmm, multi-racial, high tech alien weaponry, high levels of adaptability when faced with dangerous obstacles but an obsolete ship in disrepair." He murmured to himself as he wrote his notes in his Omni tool. He tapped a finger on the last note. "Could be a weakness." He thought aloud.

Kai booted up the rest of his systems and gently lifted his ship off of the rocky asteroid he'd hid in. He keyed his autopilot to follow the ship's signal and opened up a secure channel.

The main screen of the cockpit flickered into the image of a well-dressed man; bright, blue, mechanical eyes whirred and spun as they focused.

"Have you found the target yet?" The Illusive Man asked. He pulled on a cigarette.

"Yes," Kail said simply.

"Is it aligned with our cause?"

"Unknown, I have not met him yet."

The Illusive Man's face didn't quite change, but his eyes took on an irritated glint. "Why not?"

"I'm tailing it for now," Kai said easily. "From what I've learned, this thing will be invaluable for research purposes."

The Illusive Man inhaled another lungful of smoke. "Interesting," he said pale smoke billowing from his mouth and nose. "Send me everything you've collected so far, and start planning a dossier to acquire him."

"Already started," Kai said smugly.

"I want nonviolent options, Leng." The Illusive Man said harshly. "I don't want your...proclivities, taking precedence on this one."

"Of course." Kai smiled reassuringly. The call terminated and the cockpit screen flashed clear to reveal the shimmering blues and reds of FTL travel. His ship would periodically drop out of FTL to get it's bearings then jump again.

Kai stood and left the small cockpit, walking through the ship's mess and into his quarters. He dug into his weapon's locker and pulled out his sword. There wasn't enough room in his quarters so he left, walking slowly back to the mess.

"hmm" He studied the rather small room, larger than his sleeping quarters, but cluttered with a large table and half a dozen chairs. Kai calmly raised a foot and slammed it into the table's edge, sending it screeching across the floor and tumbling onto its side. A few more kicks moved the remaining chairs out of his way.

Kai opened his omni tool and played a video, suspending the screen in the air before him. In the video, a massive green armoured man pummeled on a group of mercs. Kai drew his blade. His movements were slow at first. They began with familiar training stances, careful slow steps and motions that he knew down to his bones. Slowly, as he watched the video, the motions changed: a high block pivoted ever so slightly to the side, a quick jab shortened and was paired with a kick while a low parry changed to a dodge. Bit by bit, piece by piece, his fighting forms changed to reflect one singular purpose.

To win. To kill.
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"Cover! Cover!" A young voice shattered the quiet peace of the meadow the turian squad was holding up in. There were almost no defensive positions, but the grass stood tall and provided ample concealment. Mallus flattened himself on the ground half an instant before a hail of gunfire burst from the treeline.

immediately the meadow was awash with cries of pain and howls for aid. Mallus heard more than one voice cut off with deathly suddenness. A shape pushed through the grasses on its stomach. Mallus was fumbling to pull his rifle from underneath himself before he recognised his squadmate.

"Zolal." He tried to speak evenly; though it was difficult when you were in your first firefight and you were halfway through puberty. His heart was pounding in his skull and it felt like a bomb was exploding inside his chest.

Zolal smiled, jerking her head down as bullets shredded the grasses above. "How you holding up rookie?"

Mallus wordlessly shook his head.

Zolal's smile dropped and she slapped his helmet. "Well fix it and start crawling," she ordered. "We're retreating." She jerked her head towards the side of the meadow that wasn't a deathtrap.

Mallus nodded, not trusting his voice, hell, he barely trusted his breathing. Holding his rifle in a death grip, he began to crawl through the grass. Some turians from their side of the meadow had taken cover behind trees and begun to return fire.

"Spirits, spirits, spirits." Mallus whispered.

"Spirits won't save your life, moving will." Zolal snapped. She blindly raised her rifle and fired back at the humans.

Mallus passed what must have been dozens of turian bodies, eyes glazed over and blue blood sluggishly flowing out of holes in their armour.

Zolal appeared by his side again, crawling over the body of their squad leader. "It's a beautiful day on Shanxi." She pushed him forward and they kept moving. Mallus kept his grip on his weapon. He didn't even fire once.

* * *

><p>Mallus woke up slowly, eyes staring up into the ceiling of his quarters aboard the Quiet Repose. <em>Spirits,<em> he thought. _Haven't had those dreams in years._ His eyes traces invisible patterns in the metal above. _A long time ago…_pulled himself up and swung his legs onto the cold floor. He pulled on a pair of loose pants and padded out into the hallway. The bridge was dark. Mallus checked the time. _0430_. He was late.

He walked down into the empty mess and found a tube of dextro nutrient paste. He almost raised it to his lips before he grimaced and tossed it onto the table. Mallus stretched the sleep out of his legs and he started jogging.

He liked the ship at this time. The quiet of the early morning was heavy on his skin. He jogged down to engineering, passed the engine room and the area that had Chief's and the Tam's rooms before taking the steep stairs two at a time to reach the medbay. After the med he came to the cargo hold. He crossed the catwalks and descended to the floor, doing a series of switchbacks across the hold then heading through the lower door back to engineering and back up to the mess. Once he was back in the mess he turned around and started it again. Then again, and again and again until his plates were hot and his joints sweated. Back in the mess Mallus collapsed into a chair, breathing heavily and feeling the burn in his chest.

Tiredly he scooped up the tube and squeezed a generous mouthful out. Mallus grimaced, they could never quite get the flavor right. Simon said it was supposed to be similar to the smoked meat of a common earth mammal.

Mallus shrugged and squeezed out another mouthful. Food was food. Even with their recent payday they wouldn't be able to stop by a decent trading spot for a while, with prices on their heads. So they had what they had.

Mallus luxuriated in the cool air passing over his plates, enjoying the silence broken only by his own breath. The sound of a door opening from the hallway perked his ears and Mallus looked over lazily as Walesh walked into the mess, fully dressed and similarly awake.

"How long did you sleep tonight?" Mallus asked. Walesh bustled around the kitchen side of the mess, preparing both a levo and a dextro meal.

"More than average," the salarian said. "Full four hours."

Mallus chuckled breathily to himself. One of the benefits of having a salarian pilot, they needed very little sleep.

"How far out are we from Baak?" Mallus asked, pushing himself up to his feet and following Walesh into the hallway.

"We should arrive today." Walesh paused at the door, opposite of Mallus'. "Assuming no more incidents." He added.

"I, for one, enjoyed the extra week in deep space." Mallus said with an utterly straight face. "Nothing like the dark, empty void of space to warm the heart."

"I suspect dishonestly." Walesh blinked twice.

"Well done Walesh." Mallus said warmly. He clapped the pilot on the shoulder. "Maybe one day you'll sit in on the poker game, eh?"

"Perhaps." Walesh turned on his heel and walked into his and Zo's quarters.

Mallus chuckled to himself and walked into his own rooms, he needed a shower.

"Dropping out of FTL…" Walesh said, expertly manipulating the piloting screens. Mallus, Zo, and Chief stood behind the cockpit.

"Things are shiny down here," Kalia said through the intercom. "Everything's fixed up right new-like."

"Alright folks, let's try to do this with a minimum of crashing and burning." Mallus and Zo braced one arm against the ceiling as the shipped shuddered out of FTL, Mallus' long coat swayed frantically in the shift. Through the blues and reds of FTL, A planet burst into view, a tiny sphere of browns and greens sparsely interwoven with blue.

A shot of static hit their radio, "Identify yourself," A rough voice said. "We have planetary defenses locked on to your vessel."

"This is Mallus of the ISV Quiet Repose," Mallus said shortly. "Now kindly refrain from killing us and we'll get along fine."

"Mal?" Another voice said, just as rough if not moreso than the first.

Mallus didn't bother trying to dissuade the shortened use of his name, he'd learned long ago it was pointless with this man."In the flesh, Watcher."

The voice chuckled, "You've made so many changes to her the system didn't recognise her," He said warmly. "Come on down, we've got your rooms ready, plus one for your new crewmember."

Mallus shared a look with Chief. "That's mighty kind of you," Mallus said with a smile. Baak was rarely taken by surprise. "Take her down Walesh." He clapped the pilot on the shoulder and walked out of the bridge.

"So who is this person?" Cortana asked through Chief's speakers, the spartan following closely behind Mallus.

"He's a friend," Mallus said, "Can't say much more than that I'm afraid." He shrugged. "Not my secrets to say."

"Is it safe?" Chief asked.

"One of the safest places in the galaxy save for a councilor's backside," Zo said, appearing beside them and pulling on a short coat of her own. "It has to be, Baak has his own flavor of enemies."

"What makes it so safe?"

"Secrecy," Mallus said. The trio stepped into the hold. "This planet isn't on most star charts, and a series of nebulae and debris fields make it very difficult to find."

"I noticed," Chief said dryly. "Secret enough to hide from a spectre?" He asked. He'd done some research on exactly what a spectre can do, though it would have been faster to research the things a spectre **can't** do.

"Spirits I hope so," Mallus murmured.

"Oh I'm just brimming with confidence now," Cortana said, you could almost hear her eyes roll.

The ship began to shudder as they entered the atmosphere. Simon and River entered the hold, the former tugging the latter along by her hand. River stared at Chief with wide eyes. "Not many faces can come off." She said absently. Chief looked at Mallus sideways, he shrugged and shook his head

Simon was ladened with bags upon bags of equipment and gear.

"You ready, doc?" Mallus asked dryly.

"This time I brought a text achive," the doctor hefted one of the bags draped over his shoulder. "For their doctor."

Janeth clomped into the hold, his bright orange armour seemed to brighten the room in all the wrong ways. He didn't look at Chief and Cortana, or speak. He just sat heavily on a crate sitting near the door and remained silent.

"Are you two well?" Mallus asked Chief quietly.

"That's not my call," Chief said.

"We're fine," Cortana said flatly.

"Mhm." Mallus didn't sound convinced.

The shuddering stopped as they cleared the upper atmosphere. "Touchdown in five." Walesh said from the cockpit. Kalia bounced through the hold's back door, her face still smeared with grease and wearing a tank top with her mechanic overalls tied around her waist.

Kalia grinned widely and bounced from foot to foot excitedly.

Curiosity flickered in Chief. Who were these people to the crew?

The deck of the ship clunked heavily and a tremor ran through the ship. "Feet down." Walesh said shortly. "Core discharge set and ready."

Mallus nodded at Janeth. The krogan wordlessly smacked the cargo bay door with his fist. The wide cargo door whirred mechanically and began to descend. The crew waited as the door opened slowly. Walesh quietly joined Zolal.

The door clunked against the ground and bright, afternoon sunlight flooded into the hold. Outside a crowd of people had gathered, they were headed by a single man in simply clothes. A batarian, Chief noticed. The batarian swung his arms open wide. "Welcome!" He said loudly. He stepped onto the lowered cargo door and met Mallus. The men exchanged a hearty handshake. The batarian raised up Mallus' hand and turned to the crowd. "We Feast!" He shouted.

Chaos erupted.

Chief sat under a trio of moons, just past the height of the night sky. The deep thrum of music still pounded the air, though now distant from Chief's vantage. He sat on a rocky hill that overlooked the little town, well outside the reach of their flood lights. There was a low hum that permeated the air, some kind of cricket like insect he believed. Regardless he enjoyed his rare piece of true solitude, Cortana was busy upgrading the colony's cyber warfare defenses. The sounds of boots on the ground made him look around.

The leader of the colony, the batarian named Baak, walked leisurely up the hill towards him, up a narrow trail that cut back and forth as it rose.

"Fancy meeting you here," Baak said when he came close enough to see Chief properly. "The festivities not to your liking?"

"Not much for parties." Chief said. Even amongst his Spartan peers, he'd been, well, rather spartan.

"Neither am I," Baak said with a smile, he raised a bottle in a one sided toast. "But it's good for the soul to slip the leash every now and then." He smiled easily and brought the bottle to his lips. He lowered the bottle and swallowed, letting the night's hum return. "I hear from Mal that you're a rather particular sort," he said after a stretch. "Not really from around these parts, so to speak." Both sets of eyes looked crossways at him.

"Something like that."

Baak smiled again and took a drink. "Loosing your whole universe would be rather jarring, I suspect. Is there anything you would like to talk about?"

Chief looked at the batarian. "I've met a few like you," he said.

"And I'm not really like them?" Baak ventured Chief's unasked question. "No, I'm not," He said. "Part of the reason I live out here." He waved to the assembled houses and sounds below. "The Hegemony and myself have never gotten along terribly well." He chuckled warmly. "And the Council wouldn't leave me alone, asking me what I knew about inside the government." He paused for a moment. "Though I suppose using the word 'asking' is being a bit generous." He turned to face Chief and tapped his cheek under his left top eye. A ragged scar ambled across the side of his head nearly all the way to the back.

"What'd you do?" Chief asked.

"I ran." Baak shrugged. "Loaded up as many slaves as I could and found this place."

Chief did a double take. "Slaves?" He asked carefully. His left hand curled into a fist.

Baak sighed, "Yes, slaves," He said tiredly. "Slavery is a cornerstone to Batarian culture. One of the reasons we didn't get along with the Council." He waved to the town down below. "I own every soul down there except for the Repose's crew. Well most of it." He chuckled, "There was an incident with the Tams and a batarian smuggling ring, so technically speaking…" He trailed off, looking at Chief with a strange look on his face. "How much do you want to kill me?" He asked.

Chief looked Baak in the eye flatly. "More than a little," he said honestly.

"I doubt I could stop you, from what I've heard," Baak admitted. "But before you hand down your divine judgment, let me speak."

Chief waited.

"To most batarians, a slave is just that, a slave. A thing to be bought and sold, used or broken." Baak sat down on the hill next to Chief, his elbows braced on his knees and head hung low. "I have seen my brothers and sisters commit horrible acts against living, sentient beings simply because those people were slaves at the time." He spread his hands. "I've done my fair share of horrible myself." He murmured. "But that is why I left. The Church of Karshan is a brutal doctrine around a core of truth, and I sought to peel away the brutality to find it."

Once more the batarian was silent, the sound of the crickets became the dominant sound. Chief waited. He knew Baak was not finished.

"I am the Watcher of my flock," Baak said. "And I am the owner of it. But ownership of a life does not imply the disregard of its importance, but rather in imbues the owner with the responsibility of care. A life is precious, and to own a life is the greatest honor a person can hope for, and the highest duty of a lifetime."

Chief thought on his words. Behind his helmet he frowned.

Baak smiled gently. "Do you think I am some thief?" He asked. "Stealing these lives from their true homes and forcing a father they never wanted on them?" The quiet of the night seemed to weigh heavily on his words, giving them a strange energy. "I did not take these people from their homes. I took them from other slavers, the streets or criminal organizations." He raised his open hands, "I pulled these people out of a world that did not see them, that would not care one bit," His hands seized into fists, "if they disappeared entirely."

Chief looked back over the town. "Very well," he said simply.

"In the morning, talk to the people, their stories are all the same, yet each one is utterly unique." Baak stood and started to make his way down the hill. He paused for a moment. The thrumming of the music still loud in the distance. "On second thought, better make it the afternoon," He said with a grin, and he continued on his way.

After a while Chief walked back to the town, the music was still playing as he passed the town hall but he ignored it. He carried on until he found the building where is temporary rooms were held.

He sank into his bed with a tired sigh.

"Have a good night?" Cortana asked, flickering into existence on his bedside table. Her chip was laying next to her.

"Yeah," Chief said. "I did."

* * *

><p>Shepard sat at the terminal, her hands poised over the holographic keyboard and her left leg bouncing on the ball of her foot. The first two words of her message stared back at her with enraging uselessness.<p>

_Dear Liara._

Shepard ground her teeth and wracked her brains to try and say something, something meaningful that showed just how much Liara meant to her. She wanted to tell her that every time they touched she felt warm inside, and that when they shared a smile every single worry in the galaxy melted away. But whenever her fingers dipped lower, the words fled. _Come on dammit! _She cursed herself. _You need to write something to her before you leave the Relay system again!_

"Commander?" Joker asked through the intercom, harshly jerking Shepard out of her thoughts. "You're wanted in the communications room."

Shepard very nearly growled. She jerked up to standing, knocking her chair over, and stalked out of her quarters. _This had better be good, _she thought.

Shepard burst into the com room with a scowl on her face. Three holographic faces jerked up at her entry. "What?" Shepard asked the Council sharply.

The Turian Councillor frowned, "Do not forget your place, Shepard, just because you saved our lives does not give you the right to disrespect us."

Shepard crossed her arms. "You called me?" She asked. She frowned at the empty holo pedestal. "Where's Councillor Anderson?"

The turian councillor opened his mouth to say something, something not nice judging by his expression, but the asari Councillor cut in.

"David is tending to personal matters," She said gently. "We wished to speak on your current objective." She asked, her smooth voice a pleasant change from the turian. "The new subject of your mission is most interesting to us."

Shepard sighed internally. "Presumed human male of unknown origins," She said emotionlessly, uncrossing her arms and clasping them behind her back. "Uses advanced armour capable of completely resisting modern small arms." Shepard opened her omni tool and showed the video of their encounter on Omega. "The subject did not display hostility until after the red entity appeared, suggesting that they are infact two different beings." She zoomed in on the image of a small red woman sitting on the subject's shoulder. "We believe the Red Woman to be an advanced A.I."

"An A.I?" The salarian councillor said. "Where would such a construct be kept? On their escape ship?"

"We don't think so." Shepard brought up an image of the Firewing class blueprint, "there isn't enough room on board to properly house and manage an A.I of that magnitude." Shepard hesitated. "One theory was that the A.I was stored in the subject's armour." She knew what the councillor's response would be.

"Preposterous." The turian councillor waved dismissively. "Nothing that small can even come close to holding a fully sentient A.I."

"There are many atypical aspects of this case." The salarian said thoughtfully. "It is wise to not presume too much." He nodded to Shepard. "Your findings give us much to think on, though in truth we did not call for a report, but to aid." His hologram looked over to the Turian Councillor. "Sparatus?"

"I received a call from a friend in the Hierarchy." The turian said stiffly. "He says that he recognised the voice of the turian your subject had made friends with and confirmed with voice print identification." Sparatus opened his omni tool. "He seems...convinced...that this man wouldn't get involved in anything that would hurt innocent people." He wove at the pedestal and an incoming message icon blinked on Shepard's arm.

"Tell that to the nine people to fell to their deaths in crashed skycars." Shepard murmured, opening her omni tool and accessing the files sent. The image of a gruff looking turian popped up, history and service record listed beside it.

"We are officially requesting you to attempt communication over hostility." The Asari councillor said firmly. The word request was a synonym for order, it seemed.

"I will take your request into consideration," Shepard said gracefully. "But I must prioritize the lives of my subordinates over the acquisition of a possible ally."

"No, you do not." Sparatus said flatly. "That is precisely why the Spectres were created."

Shepard ground her teeth. "Is there anything else?" She asked stiffly.

"No," the asari councillor shot a dark look at Sparatus. "We are finished here." All three holograms winked out.

"God." Joker's voice crackled over the intercom. "What a bunch of assholes."

"Yep." Shepard spun on her heels and headed back to her quarters. She had a file to read.

* * *

><p>Liara sat at the base of the obelisk and took notes. She took notes on the structure and the design of it, and she took notes on who she was speaking to from the other side. A curious group of humans that seemed even more driven and single minded than the Alliance. A singularly chilling thought.<p>

"So your people have been at war for a quarter century?" Liara shook her head in bewilderment. "I can scarcely imagine."

"A little longer than that actually," Palmer said. She sounded mildly distracted, she was likely doing some kind of paperwork again, UNSC officers seemed to do little else. "The Covenant attacks began in 2525 and we signed the treaty in 2553." She trailed off, absorbed in whatever was actually in front of her.

"That would explain the advancements relative to our universe." Liara said thoughtfully. "I'm not inclined to mistrust your word, but a ship the size you claim doesn't seem possible." She added another note. "At least built by organic hands," she added quietly.

"Well, it wasn't cheap…" Palmer said wryly. "The Infinity is the only one if it's kind so far."

"But some of the values given to me by your Doctor Glassman are truly staggering," Liara said truthfully. "These 'Covenant' people seem very advanced indeed."

"They're a formidable bunch," Palmer said dispassionately. Liara looked up from her notes.

"Well, that's all I need for today," she said a little lamely. "Goodbye, Commander Palmer." She had to make sure she added the woman's name, otherwise, she might confuse herself.

"Bye." The device spat static as it disconnected. Liara stood and returned to her lab, her head buried in her notes. Liara shook her head, she couldn't focus on the words. Her eyes kept glazing over as her thoughts wandered to other subjects. Liara sighed, it was clear she wouldn't get any work done in her current condition. She needed to check her mail anyway.

She packed for a short trip into the nearest relay system. She collected food enough food for a day or two and checked to make sure her omnitool had the vids she wanted on it before clambering out through the older labs to her small ship.

Liara absently keyed the controls to take her to the relay system. This wasn't a high traffic cluster, but it had been thoroughly mapped, it was unlikely she would have to do anything apart from watching the systems. If that, modern day auto piloting systems were very advanced.

Liara set the course and relaxed back in her small ship's captain's chair. The tiny craft was only designed to hold a maximum of four people, barely big enough to be called a corvette. The ship lifted off the planet with surprising grace, considering the pilot; Liara herself was no great operator of ships, and so had no business critiquing another's performance, even if they were simply a series of programs.

Liara tapped some commands into her omnitool and co-opted the main screen of the cockpit. A great sigh escaped her lips as the quarian and turian actors flickered into life. Tali always said she should watch this vid and it was a several hour trip to the nearest com buoy. As the vid began rolling and the story unfolded Liara lost herself in the words floating around the cabin. She was so lost, that she didn't notice the tiny drone rocket into the sky behind her.

* * *

><p>"What is the news on my dig?" Jonah Ashland asked, the top-of-the-line terminal sitting on his desk provided the only light in his admittedly rather spacious office. His words were recorded and sent across the galaxy in a highly experimental and <strong>very<strong> expensive communications network.

"The original scientists are all gone." The voice that replied was garbled and low, distorted so that no one would be able to find out what the speaker truly sounded like. "The site has been taken over by a single asari researcher."

"Taked over!?" Ashland hissed. The darkness of the empty room pressed down on him keeping his voice low. "I paid good money for that artifact! Now you're telling me that the Matriarchs will get their purple paws on it?" He could already see the millions of credits evaporating away like water on a skillet.

"Dr T'soni is not working directly for the Matriarchs," the voice said slowly. "She has close ties to the human spectre but otherwise is not affiliated to known powers."

"So what are you saying?" Ashland asked slowly. "Do you think she can be swayed to work for me?"

The voice was silent for several moments. "She can be used," it said finally. "She has vacated the site temporarily, I believe, to reconnect to the extranet. I'm sending a team in now to begin surveillance."

"Let her do the work for us and then pick up the pieces when she's finished." Ashland's tone did not lend itself to the supposition that 'finished' meant, 'moved on with her life and found other new and exciting projects to work on'.

"A financially expedient plan," the voice on the terminal said smoothly. "Beneficial to those who are amassing debts to other business partners." The unspoken threat was obvious and deeply troubling. Nobody failed to pay back the Shadow Broker. In one way, or another.

Ashland swallowed nervously. "Quite right," he said faintly.

The Man in the Shallows hung up on the human. He sent a series of messages through the usual channels and waited. Ashland thought he was speaking to the Shadow Broker, a preposterous notion, not even the highest in their organization knew who he was, and The Man in the Shallows was **far** from the highest.

The Man in the Shallows received confirmation that a wetwork team was moving on the site, they would have surveillance in place and be gone long before the asari got back from her trip. The Man in the Shallows forwarded his report through to the Broker, being sure to include how much Ashland wanted the artifact, some people would pay good money for that information.

* * *

><p>Mallus Renaldus snarled wordlessly and fired his rifle in a wild barrage. A group of Batarian pirates scattered to the bountiful cover provided by the mining station's hallways. The dead turian slumped down in the center of the hallway where they'd executed her. Purple blood made violent streaks across the opposite bulkhead.<p>

"Corporal!" Sergeant Zolal shouted as she slowed from a sprint to join him, her armoured shoulder smacking against the wall. "Report!"

Mallus barked something that might have been a word, he didn't care, he just wanted those bastards to die. He hurled a grenade and picked off a pirate that tried to escape the tiny disk. Zolal edged out to take a look and jerked back when return fire peppered her corner.

"Cover!" Mallus snapped. Zolal swept out and hammered the area with rounds from her shotgun and Mallus made a mad dash closer.

The Pirates were firing back now, but blindly, simply thrusting their rifles over the cover and pulling the trigger. When Mallus' back struck a wall he spun out and unleashed his own fire, forcing more than one weapon down and even hitting a pair of them. smoke rose from behind the low wall that the pirates were hiding behind and the two made their own dash. Only to be gunned down by an advancing Zolal.

"Their morale is breaking!" Zolal shouted over the fighting. "Keep pushing!"

And they did. Inch by inch they pushed forward, just the two of them. One by one the pirates fell. Some fell running away with fear in their eyes, and other fell facing him with a weapon in their hands. But they all fell in the end.

When the last pirate slumped down with a hole in his head Mallus lowered his pistol, his rifle had taken a shotgun blast and was beyond repair. Without a word he traced his steps back to where they'd started. The eyes of the executed turian were long since glazed over with death. Mallus ran his talons over her eyes. It was impossible to think she was sleeping, however, the messy wound in her forehead made it clear how she'd died.

"Spirits guide you to the Halls of the Honored Dead." Mallus whispered, a tear made tracks through the dust and grime of battle. "I'm sorry I couldn't save you Naila."

Mallus opened his eyes.

The early morning suns shone through the cracks in his window, letting cool air and soft summer sounds waft into his room.

It was torture. The air felt like sandpaper on his skin and the cool air felt like a arctic blast of air, the sunlight stabbed into his eyes like...laser...knife...things.

_Too early for analogies. _Mallus groaned internally. He carefully sat up and set his feet on the floorboards, holding his head in his hands.

_No more ryncol bombs._ Mallus agonized. _Never again._ The final image of his dream lingered in his mind, he tried to shake his head to rid himself of the old memories and regretted it immediately. Gently cradling his head and standing, Mallus carefully shuffled over to his door and headed for the kitchen.

Baak sat at the small round table in the center of the kitchen, the table held two plates of food and two steaming carafes. The batarian looked up at Mallus' less than put together state.

"Morning," he said with a smile. He lifted one of the carafes and poured out a cup of dark, turian coffee, a recent invention to make a dextro version of the now popular human drink.

"Spirits, thank you." Mallus dropped down into the chair heavily and began eating.

Baak opened his book, an actual paper book, and resumed reading. "Did you have a good night?" He asked without looking up.

Mallus shrugged. "Could be," he said. "All gets a mite fuzzy after the twins started riding Janeth." He stuck a forkful of food in his mouth.

"Hmmm." Baak said knowingly. "Ryncol will do that to a man."

They sat in silence. Mallus carefully ate and drank his coffee while Baak read his book. They only sounds were the early morning and the steady sound of pages flipping.

"How long will you be staying?" Baak asked after Mallus had finished. Mallus shrugged again.

"Hopefully, until the heat dies down on us." Mallus said quietly. "we got into a bit of roughness on Omega and we could use a nest."

"On Omega?" Baak asked, he reached down to a sack at his feet and pulled out a datapad. "Not the Citadel? Or any and all Council spaces including the Alliance, Hierarchy, and Asari spaces?" The pad showed a clear image of Chief with a tiny red woman sitting on his shoulder and a reward for any information leading to his capture or his outright capture.

"Watch…"Mallus said. "You know I wouldn't bring the wrong folk here, there's just been a misunderstanding."

"A.I.s are never a known quantity, even alien ones." Baak said, going back to his book.

"Humans aren't too bad at it," Mallus said easily.

Baak gave Mallus a crossways look that made clear he wasn't referring to Chief's species as alien

Mallus sighed. "Fine, you caught me. Interdimensional super-soldier alien from an alternate universe." He said.

Baak smiled gently. "There are only four dimensions, you know."

Mallus scrubbed his hands over his scalp. "You know, one of these days you'll have to tell me how you're so good at this stuff.

Baak chuckled gently. "No, I won't." His book clapped shut and he stood, scraping his chair's legs across the wooden floor and ignoring Mallus wince with graceful tact. "You can stay as long as you wish," Baak said, "As always, my home is yours, for as long as you need it." He made a short bow, or possibly a deep nod, and left.

Mallus sat in the empty kitchen, his plate was empty and his coffee grown cold. He tossed back the rest of the dark liquid and stood sharply, ignoring the pain in his head. He needed to go for a run.

* * *

><p>Liara smiled as she read a short, simple letter from Shepard. It was awkward, and stumbling, but it was her, the woman she fell in love with. Liara typed her own message.<p>

_It is wonderful to hear from you again, Sarah, it has been far too long. But I have a proposition for you,_ _somewhat business related. (I have another, but that one I will only broach face to face.) Find me here, this is a discovery that you will find __**very **__interesting._

_With Love,_

_Liara._

The message contained her coordinates, or rather the coordinates of the planet next to hers, where she could easily monitor and ensure that Shepard wasn't followed or the message wasn't intercepted.

Liara waited by the Relay for another hour, sending and receiving messages and news from around the galaxy. Liara frowned as a wanted poster filled her screen, asking for the information or capture of a strange looking armoured individual and what was supposed to be a partnered A.I. Liara's frown wasn't for the criminal, but rather the Spectre who'd posted it. 'Commander Shepard." Her fingers traced the name almost fondly. "You're not taking it easy are you?" She asked it quietly. 'Taking it easy', and Shepard rarely mixed well.

Liara sighed worriedly and keyed the return trip into her ship. The massive relay in front of her slowly began to shrink and slide away to show only the endless black void of space. Liara opened her notes on the obelisk. She might as well get some studying done while she waited.

As she left, absorbed in her notes, a tiny drone relayed the information and slowly began to follow.

* * *

><p><strong>"<strong>**Lieutenant! Sitrep, ******NOW******!" The grizzled Turian Captain barked, glaring at the squad leader in his ragged state. **

"Hostiles have been de-hostilized," Mallus said tiredly, not bothering to even lift his head from where he lay on the metal floors of the spaceport. "As per ordered." He swung his hand up vertically in a perfunctory salute-ish gesture.

"You were ordered to stop the Cargo from leaving the planet at all costs" The captain growled. "So why do I have half a dozen confirmed reports of several cargo ships leaving this planet in the last twelve hours?"

"Yeah, about that..." Mallus tapped his omni tool and a door opened. "Sir?" Zolal saluted the captain sharply.

"Tell the good Captain what happened." Mallus wove blindly at Zo.

"We encountered hostile resistance almost immediately after drop, sir," Zolal said. She stood rigidly at attention as she spoke to the captain. "The pirates were well armed, more than we had reason to suspect, we took heavy casualties." Her tone didn't waver an inch as she spoke of the deaths of many of her lifelong friends. That's how things were when you were a soldier in the turian military. "They quickly began to load the cargo, before we got to them they were already spinning up their engines." Zolal shifted from foot to foot. "When we began to set up the heavy guns for a disabling shot we were stopped by the locals," she said. A note of hesitation crept into her voice.

"It appeared that some of that 'cargo', were their relatives." Mallus said darkly. "Can you tell me what the Hierarchy wants with, quite literally, boatloads of slaves, Captain?"

"The officers of the Blackwatch do not question, lieutenant," the Captain spat. "They do what they must for the good of the turian people."

"They do?" Mallus perked his head up at that. Easily snapping to his feet and coming mandible to mandible before the captain could do more than gasp. "Well I'm glad I have the criteria now," he said quietly. Without breaking eye contact he plucked off the black metal pins adorning his armour's shoulders. "Glad to have an official reason for my resignation." The pins rang musically against the metal floor and Mallus stepped past the speechless officer.

Zo stepped up as Mallus opened the airlock to his ship and disappeared inside.

"Sergeant!" The Captain nearly shouted. "I order you to-"

He cut off as Zolal's fist connected with his face, audibly cracking a mandible. "There were children on that ship," she hiss in his ear as he doubled over in pain.

Without another word Zolal ripped her own pins off and cast them aside, following Mallus into the small ship.

Mallus looked around as she entered the ship, "you sure you want to follow me sergeant?" He asked uncertainly. "Fairly certain desertion still carries a hefty punishment."

"So does striking a superior officer." Zo said flatly. She sat down and began preflight checks. "We can't keep this ship. Blackwatch is all over it already," she said.

"I know." Mallus opened up a map of the galaxy. "We'll set her down in one of the spaceyards in the Terminus. I know a guy that can get us a decent ship at a fair price."

"Then what?" The ship pulled smoothly away from the spaceport and lifted into the sky

Mallus stared unseeing past the controls, piloting the ship mostly by muscle memory. "We find a crew, make a life." He shrugged. "Take whatever jobs we can. See if we can help some folk if the need arises."

Zo smiled faintly. "That sounds nice," she said quietly. The small vessel curised through the blackness, only a tiny spark in an endless night, but sometimes that's all that's needed.
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Shepard frowned and studied the planet in the galaxy map overlooking the CIC. They had come to the coordinates that Liara had given them, but there was nothing here. There were no signs of habitation on any of the planets in the system, no signs that anything living had been in this system for years. "What were you trying to show me?" Shepard asked, tapping a finger on her lips thoughtfully. "Joker, what about the other planets?" Shepard asked. "Anything interesting?" If Liara had been being cautious she might have sent her to the wrong planet.

"The outer planets are all gas giants," Joker listed. "But the Normandy picked up a few energy readings from the next planet over, they're faint but it could be something. Wanna check it out?"

_That's it._ "Affirmative," Shepard said aloud. She kept her voice firm, but in truth she was worried. If Liara was being cautious then she was involved in something big, something dangerous. She plotted the course in the map and spun on her heels to head downstairs.

"Wrex, Ashley, suit up," she called out as she entered the cargo bay, rolling her shoulder in her armour's undersuit. She headed to the armoury and started assembling her hardsuit. Wrex hopped off a large crate he'd been sitting on and Ashley nodded, quickly dashing away to put on her own undersuit.

"What's the gig?" Wrex asked, already in his armour, he never seemed to take it off. The krogan simply collected his weapons and plucked his helmet out from his locker.

"Liara sent us an invite, but no one showed up when we knocked." Shepard hefted her breastplate onto her chest, it attached with a sharp click and she began to work on her arms, after a stretch of silent work she spun to let a slightly breathless, but redressed Ashley attach the back plates before returning the favor. "We tracked some energy readings to an adjacent planet, we're going in to check on things."

"Egghead's in danger?" Wrex asked, rolling his shoulders and pulling out his shotgun. "What're we waiting for?"

"We don't all lounge in our armour, Wrex," Ashley said dryly as she attached her leg plates to her undersuit. "Some of us actually have skin."

Wrex chuckled lowly and waited.

"Garrus, how's the Mako?" Shepard called out into the bay.

"She's still in one piece." Garrus called back, the turian appeared to be inside the tank, still working on it.

Shepard's helmet sealed down into the hardsuit's collar and her radio activated automatically. "Can we make a combat drop?" She asked,

"That depends on how many pieces you want it to be in when you land," Garrus quipped. "That drop on Ilos really did a number on it."

"So no." Shepard keyed the channel to the bridge. "Bring us in on the Normandy Joker, one recon flyby to be safe."

"Aye aye Commander," Joker said. Shepard could always tell when he was concentrating on flying because he was professional and polite. "Entering atmo in five." The ship shuddered gently at the Normandy slammed into the planet's upper atmosphere "Buffer panels holding, heat displacement at 87%."

The away team assembled the last of their gear, attaching weapons to the mag plates on their backs and legs and each collecting a handful of grenades. As the shuddering stopped the three were standing and ready at the edge of the cargo bay.

"Recon flyby complete," Joker said over the radio. "Nothing on the scopes, just a low level gamma reading and signs of basic habitation modules under the surface."

"How many?" Shepard asked.

"Looks like just one," Joker said uncertainly. "But it's possible they're being hidden or simply further underground."

"Bring her around and drop us off." Shepard pulled her sniper over her shoulder. The ship jerked slightly as she set down on the surface and the bay door opened to show a wide plain that led to a natural cavern formation that dove into the side of a tall hill. Shepard motioned her squad forward and Wrex and Ashley surged ahead. Shepard stayed still and kept watch. Keeping a watchful eye on the surrounding cliffs, leaving the mouth of the cave itself for the squad.

"Mouth of the cavern is clear," Ashley said, waving shepard to them. Shepard lowered her sniper and set out at a jog. As she approached the mouth of the cave she slipped the sniper back onto its mag strips and drew her pistol. Her light clicked on as she entered the cave Wrex and Ashley swept in behind her, weapons raised and ready.

"Joker?" Shepard asked quietly, the air inside the cavern seemed to weigh on the air and their footsteps alone seemed as loud as shouts. "Where's the energy coming from?"

"Further in the cavern, Commander," Joker said. "I'll keep the engines warm in case you want to leave in a hurry."

"Appreciate it."

The squad moved further into the cavern, each step causing an explosion of sound that rattled off the walls and ceiling and the dark pressed in on their lights, the universe was reduced down to a trio of lights and the heartbeat in their ears.

"Something's ahead," Wrex said. As they advanced a prefabbed building emerged from the gloom, it's white walls stained with grime and muck. Wrex entered the building nonchalantly, shotgun held loosely at his side

"This the energy reading?" Ashley asked, taking cover at the door and entering weapon ready.

"Looks abandoned to me." Shepard said slowly, she scuffed a foot across the floor, scraping away a layer of dirt to show a dried pool of blood. "Someone **made** it abandoned." She corrected herself. "Keep ready, hostiles could still be around."

Wrex raised his shotgun and headed further in, followed closely by Shepard then Ashley. "More blood." Wrex didn't bother stopping at the next stain, or the next, or the half dozen after that. "Someone had fun," he said with an audible grin. "Huh," he grunted. "Someone's been through here recently, a lot of someones." The krogan pointed to a series of scuff marks and boot prints in the grime of the building. The prints were headed both in and out of the area.

Shepard glanced around out of the corners of her eyes. "Looks like this place was a lab of some kind," she said. "Wonder what they were studying?"

"Whatever it was it probably got them killed," Ashley said. "Think that's what happened? Eggheads studying something and a team came through to stop 'em?"

"No." Wrex shook his head and pointed to another broad stain on the floor. "That blood is old, older than these prints by days or weeks. Whoever cleared this place out the first time wasn't the one who came in now."

"Unless he brought friends," Ashley pointed out.

"Stow it, the both of you," Shepard snapped. "We're here to find Liara, not chat." She checked her pistol and carried on. "Let's go."

Wrex shot a questioning look at Ashley, the human shrugged before following her Commander.

They continued into the cavern, following the boot prints and signs of old violence. They moved slowly, carefully, each sound could be an emerging enemy or ally. The labs ended, opening up into a natural broad cavern, the weighty darkness from inside the labs became stifling in the more opened cave, the only other source of light was a pale blue glow coming from a strange object in the center.

"Think that's what they were studying?" Ashley asked.

"I'd put money on it," Shepard said slowly, scanning the rest of the cave with her light. A small habitation unit came into view, probably what Joker had found on sensors. "Ashley, check the device, Wrex with me." Shepard headed towards the unit.

"Uuuuuh, you sure, Commander?" Ashley asked uncertainly. "I don't exactly have the best record with tall, glowing, alien structures."

Shepard grinned. "Relax, Chief, I'll be there is it tries to download a language into you and fries your brain."

"Thanks, Ma'am," Ashley replies wryly. "Nice to know I'm safe."

As Shepard entered the unit the lights turned on, raising from a tiny glimmer to a soft glow. Shepard gasped. "It's Liara's alright." Wrex waggled a picture at her. Her and Liara with their arms around each other, smiling without a single care in the world.

Anxiety pounded on Shepard's insides, fear clawed its way up from her belly. "Any clues as to her location?" She asked, keeping her voice calm and even.

Wrex shrugged and nodded to something behind her. "Maybe he knows."

Shepard spun to see a man sprawled on the ground, a batarian with all four eyes closed. A quick scan showed he was still alive, but seriously injured.

"Ma'am!" Ashley called from outside the unit. "We've got bodies out here! Unknown armour."

Shepard strode out of the unit, making a strong effort to keep from sprinting. "Any alive?" She demanded. They were past the point of pleasantries.

Ashley shook her head. "No Ma'am. All DOA." Her light illuminated at least a pile of fifteen bodies. Shepard couldn't stop her eyebrows from shooting up to her hairline.

"Full combat squad. Impressive," she said. "Spread out and look for clues, I want to know where Liara is now," she ordered, then keyed her radio. "Wrex, do a quick sweep of the area, make sure it's safe for non-combatants."

"Got it." The krogan stomped off into the darkness, shotgun raised.

"Normandy?" Shepard switched channels.

"Five by five, Commander," Joker said easily.

"Get all personnel not essential to running of the ship down here, now." Shepard instructed.

"We having a party?"

"We've found Liara's last known location," Shepard said coldly. "I want any clues to her current whereabouts found yesterday."

"Yes, Ma'am," Joker said, switching to his, 'I know when to keep my mouth shut,' tone. "Want me to pull Adams and his crew off the crybaby?"

Shepard frowned, she'd forgotten about that. "Keep half the off duty personnel on the crybaby." Shepard ordered. "Bring the rest down here to study this...thing." She glanced sideways at the glowing obelisk.

"Orders away," Joker said, he switched to a private channel. "Is it bad?" he asked carefully.

"There's a lot of bodies," Shepard said quietly. She made sure her voice didn't carry outside her helmet. "I'm worried."

"We'll get her back, Commander, don't worry."

"I know." Shepard cut the connection and headed back in the habitation unit. They would find her. Shepard's fingers brushed the smiling picture of the two of them and sitting in front of the unconscious batarian. There wasn't a power in the galaxy that could stop her.

* * *

><p>Commander Sarah Palmer had been having such a good day.<p>

The small fragment of the device that Glassman was obsessing over that let the strange woman talk to her **wherever she went** was silent for the entire day, it hung on her shoulder plate as a blessedly quiet connection to a strange place.

She'd been on the drilling decks all morning with Fireteam Majestic, they had a lot of work to do to catch up to Crimson, but they'd pulled off a tactically sound capture of their opponent's flag.

"Ha!" Demarco said, swinging the flag around and bracing it across his shoulders with his arms draped over it. "They never had a chance." He exchange a metallic high-five with Madsen.

"Your tactical victory over a team half dead with the flu will be noted in the record books." Palmer said coolly, crossing her arms. Spartan Grant laughed quietly from her seat on an angular outcropping from their base.

"Spartans push through," Hoya said flatly. "Being sick ain't reason to lose."

"C'mon, half of Castle was puking this morning." Thorne said hotly. "Giv'em a break."

"Hoya's right." Palmer said. "Just because you're given a bad hand doesn't mean Spartans don't win." She said flatly. Madsen crossed his arms in a way that exuded arrogance. "Just remember that when **you're** sick." She smirked behind her helmet and spun to leave.

"Ma'am!" Thorne shouted, "your shoulder!" Palmer glanced down to see the device on her shoulder glowing bright orange, and getting brighter. It began to emit a shrill whine.

"What the-?" Palmer seized the device to rip it off her armour but her hand stopped dead. She pulled harder, her arm shaking with the exertion. Around her, fireteam Majestic had gathered round, an ensign already running for help. "Get this off me!" She snapped, still pulling on it. Grant put her hand on the device opposite Palmer's hand and pushed as she pulled. Still the device remained still, they could have been toddlers trying to move a house rather than highly trained and bio engineered super soldiers pushing on a block the size of their fists.

"Its not working," Grant panted. Madsen raised his rifle and cast his eyes around the area, as though his training rounds might be of use against a real enemy. Hoya dropped the barrel of his shotgun onto Palmer's shoulder, Palmer raised her arm and turned her head away, squeezing her eyes shut.

The blast never came, the just whine died off, like an engine spinning down. Palmer opened her eyes.

They were not in the Infinity's training deck anymore. Both her and Fireteam Majestic were standing in a cavern, next to some kind of Forerunner artifact.

They were not alone.

"Come out!" A voice shouted. A group of presumably soldiers stood with raised weapons pointing to a small house, nearly fifteen of them, all with their backs to them. "Release the boss and we won't kill you slowly." The voice was gruff and it carried an audible grin with it.

Each of the spartans turned off their speakers and switched to an emergency radio channel.

"What. The hell. Just happened," Demarco asked, he had his rifle pointed at the soldiers. As if it might actually do something.

"Silent." Palmer ordered. "Cover." The six Spartan-IVs silently found cover, each one moved with a nearly unnatural aptitude to a shallow crevice that spanned across the cavern . "Sitrep." She said once they were hidden

"No injuries, no malfunctions," Demarco said quickly. "Armed with training weapons and combat knives," He said quickly, proving why he was team leader of Majestic.

"What about the hostiles?" Thorne asked, peeking out to look at the collection of soldiers.

"We don't know if they are hostiles," Demarco said. "We need more information."

"Set up around the hostiles." Palmer ordered, she rested a hand on the handle of her combat knife, the only real weapon she had on her. "Be ready."

Majestic fanned out, forming a loose semi circle around the unknown soldiers.

A thought struck Palmer. "Demarco, Thorne, is the tech you scavenged from the field still functional?" She asked.

"Think so, Commander," Demarco said, he nodded to Thorne, he pulled his unit and clicked. He vanished. "Good bet the sword works too."

"You're in trouble if it doesn't," Palmer said dryly. "Thorne, we need intel. Demarco, you're point if things go sideways." The Spartans quietly arranged themselves. Thorne hopped over the crevice and made his way towards the soldiers. Palmer waited, keeping an eye on the hostiles. She didn't jump when Thorne reappeared at her side.

"One….female looking….thing...inside, holding a hostage," Thorne reported, "She's armed and cornered."

"Female looking thing?" Palmer asked, already sensing where this was going.

"Not human, or sanghelli, nothing I've ever heard about before." Thorne said honestly. "Wherever we are we're further than the UNSC has ever been."

"Is she blue?" Palmer asked. "With a voice that sounds like it costs 12 creds a minute and…," she thought for a moment, "semi-flexible cartilage based scalp crests?"

"I, uh," Thorne's eyes flicked side to side uncertainly. "Yes?" he answered.

"I think that's my...contact," Palmer said. "Majestic, move in, suppress anyone not blue.

"Affirmative." Demarco gripped the handle of the energy sword tightly. "Majestic, let's go." Six Spartans quietly scaled their cover and made their way across the darkened cavern floor, past the Forerunner artifact and close up to the hostiles. the fireteam closed until they were very nearly breathing down their necks. "Engage," Demarco ordered.

Six Spartans descended on a squad of superbly trained and armed soldiers more than twice their number. It was over in seconds. Hardly a fair fight.

* * *

><p>Liara T'soni was <strong>not<strong> having a good day. Her girlfriend was far away, she was working on an indecipherably difficult project, to which she returned to find it swarming with armed intruders, who were employed by the Shadow Broker. At least if her 'informant' was to be believed.

"You **are** telling me the truth, yes?" She asked the batarian, putting a little more pressure on his arm twisted up behind him.

"Yes! Yes!" He growled.

"Good," Liara said. "Now, how can you help me get out of here?" She asked politely.

"I can't," the batarian repeated. "They might not come in, but if you try and leave they'll just shoot both of us!"

Liara frowned, she was in quite the bind then, outmanned and outgunned significantly. A glimmer of worry festered in her stomach. "What was your mission?" She asked, adding a little more pressure.

"We were supposed to place surveillance!" He gasped. "You came back too early." He grit his teeth as Liara applied biotic assistance to his shoulder.

"No I didn't…" Liara said thoughtfully. "How many humans are in your squad?" She asked.

"Why do you care?" The batarian spat, then groaned as liara responded non-verbally. "None! We're all batarian."

"Hmmmm," Liara tapped the barrel of her pistol against her thigh thoughtfully, "The device could have some kind of defense mechanism…"

"Come out!" A rough voice demanded from outside the hab unit. The shout pulled her out of her reverie.

"Right," she said to herself, "that."

"Release the boss and we won't kill you slowly!" The man speaking obviously had a preference, he was probably second in command of the squad, if his boss died that put him in control.

Liara tried to spit back a witty retort, something Shepard might have said, but nothing came to her. "Its really quite difficult," she murmured to herself, slightly surprised. "I wonder how she does it?"

"Hey," Her prisoner growled. "Are you even trying to stay alive?"

"Shut up." A point blank throw tossed at his head ensured her request was granted, the batarian slumped down onto the ground.

Liara's mind spun frantically and she prepared a grenade and singularity. "Ok," she breathed to herself, trying to control her heart pounding in her scalp. _Three, two, ONE!_ She surged around the corner of her hab unit's door and raised the grenade to throw-

-at nobody.

"Are you Doctor T'soni?" A massive woman in strange blue armour said, in the back of her mind, something about that armour tickled her memory, it was strangely familiar, yet not. The stranger spoke english, but with a strange lilt to her words. "Tha Commander said she knew ye from tha thing." The woman nodded to the obelisk. "I'm Spartan Grant." She lowered her hand for Liara to shake. "Pleased ta meet you."

Liara took the offered hand, wide eyed and utterly lost. "Thank you," She said as graciously as she could. "I assume I have you to thank for my rescue?"

"Aye." Grant said. "M'self and the rest of Majestic." Grant nodded to a small group of people, similarly sized and armoured that were collecting the bodies of her would-be attackers. "And Commander Palmer o'course." Grant nodded to a someone whose armour was pale grey.

The grey armoured one stepped across the cavern. "Dr. T'soni." She nodded.

Liara gasped. She'd recognised the name, but hearing it in person and seeing her were quite another experience. Liara swallowed, "Commander Sarah Palmer?" She said, bewildered. "What are you doing here?" She asked.

"I was about to ask you the same." Palmer said dryly. "Would you care to explain to myself and Majestic why we're here?"

"If I had even the slightest clue I would," Liara said honestly. She shook her head, her expression changing from aghast to determined. If these men really were employed by the Shadow Broker then they were all in danger. "But I believe now it is best to be leaving." She hurried back into her habitation unit to gather her things.

"Afraid your friends will be back?" Palmer asked. "They weren't that much of a threat, to be honest." Behind her two of the other's high-fived rather arrogantly.

"The Shadow Broker is not someone to be underestimated." Liara said tersly, pulling out a bag. "He will send more."

"He better send a lot more if he want's to take out a Spartan." One of them said in a smooth, arrogant baritone. He had a black, angular looking shogun attached to his back. "Spartan Hoya." He nodded.

"Spartan Madsen, miss," Another said quickly, leaning casually on a rocky plinth. "Don't worry, we'll keep you safe."

"Yes, yes, you're all very impressive," Liara said, exasperated, tossing in a smattering of clothes and nutrient tubes. "But you've also attacked one of the most powerful individuals in the galaxy." half a dozen datapads found their way in the bag

"How powerful?" Palmer asked sharply.

Liara was brought up short, she sounded so much like Shepard. Not just her voice, but her tone, the inflection. It made her shiver.

"Area's clear Ma'am." Liara jumped as one of them quite suddenly appeared from thin air to give his report.

"Powerful enough to start half a dozen wars with an email." Liara answered Palmer's question as she continued to work. "I believe you should all accompany me."

A Spartan with a very narrow visor nodded, "I agree, Ma'am. We need the intel," he said quickly, a little too quickly.

Palmer nodded. "Right choice for the wrong reason, Demarco," she said coolly, "Think with the upstairs head."

Grant chuckled.

"Grab anything that could be useful and we'll head out." Palmer ordered. "Any weapons you can find." The other's began to hurry about the cavern, collecting everything they could.

Liara waved her hand over the terminals in her unit. Dropping a three tier databomb that would erase everything on the drives three times before self deleting. A little gift Shepard had given her, useful for hiding her tracks, but she doubted it would stop the Broker. She swung her bag over her shoulder and stepped out.

"Do you have transport?" Palmer asked, she was looking at two pistols, one in each hand. She shrugged and stuck them onto her upper thighs.

"I have a ship, yes." Liara said, she ran her eyes over the six, heavily armoured, oversized soldiers. "Though it might be a little cramped."

"We'll survive." The man who had the cloaking device said gently.

"Very well." Liara said. "Follow me." She hefted the bag and set out, trailed by six, lost Spartans.

Unseen, a small shape waited and watched as the seven left the cavern. Once they were gone, and the sounds of their footsteps had long since faded did it dare move. The shape opened its omni tool and began to compose a message.

_To the Man in the Shallows, _it started.

* * *

><p>Master Chief woke up just after dawn, he easily sat up on his bed and swung his legs over the side. He'd had to switch beds twice before it stopped collapsing under him. Chief stretched briefly before heading out for a jog, it'd been too long since he'd had the space to really stretch his legs.<p>

Once he stepped outside he glanced around, noting a large hill to the southeast of the little town, maybe seven or eight kilometers away. Deciding on his 'finish line' near the top, he set out at a jog. Chief relished in the exertion, quickly picking up his pace to a speed even the most ambitious athlete would consider impressive. He stayed at that pace for several minutes before he actually began to push himself. As he left the open plains that surrounded the town he entered a more wooded area, now he had to dodge around trees and other obstacles.

He wove through the trees at a near sprint, his clearance sometimes less than an inch as he dodged through the forest. When he arrived near the peak of the hill he was scarcely breathing hard, but was filled with the thrum of enjoyment he always got from physical exertion. He stood at the peak, overlooking the town and surrounding area. He leaned against a tree and breathed, enjoying the peace, something he'd always found in short supply.

Chief's eyes narrowed behind his visor. A dark shape was crossing the horizon, streaking across the sky at a blurring speed while keeping the hill between itself and the town. The shape slowed, revealing itself to be a small ship, much smaller than even the Repose. Chief watched as the ship slowed to a near stop and let itself down in the forest, disappearing under the tree cover. "Cortana?" He asked.

"Yeah Chief?" Cortana said from inside the town's systems, she'd spent the last near 24 hours upgrading their defenses to be, 'Cortana resistant'.

"A ship just landed," he said. "In the forest."

"Really?" Cortana said, mildly surprised, "The defense networks are isolated from the civillian ones, but let me get transfered over." She cut off, pressumably having been yanked physically from the networlk's hardware. While in hust her chip, she could still talk, but her range was limited by her hardware.

"Chief?" Cortana said with an audible frown.

"Still here."

"It looks like someone uploaded a virus to the defense mainframe," Cortana said. "I squashed it easy enough but it had already set the sensors to a loop for almost a half hour."

"Long enough for an insertion." Chief finished the thought absently.

"What will you do?"

Cheif stretched absently, glad for the run that had limbered him up. "Remove the problem," he said simply.

* * *

><p>Mallus sat in the kitchen and ate, thinking on Baak's words. He would never turn them away, but Mallus' main concern was whether or not he wanted to put Baak though the trouble of being close to them at a time where nearly the entire galaxy was on the look out for them.<p>

Mallus downed the rest of his coffee and was staring blankly at the remains of his breakfast. "MALLUS?" Cortana's voice blasted through his com, making him jump so that his chair screeched unmusically against the floor.

"Spirits!" Mallus cursed, "Whats with the volume, Little Blue?" He demanded, massaging his temples.

"Sorry," Cortana said, her voice significantly more quiet this time. "Last night the ambient volume was much higher, to talk to anyone I had to turn mine up a bit."

"A bit?!" Mallus aske dincredulously.

"An unknown ship has made landfall," Cortana cut in flatly. "Chief is in the area, but we wanted you to know."

"How would a ship get past the sensors?" Mallus asked. "Theres only one stealth ship in the skies and its…" Mallus' mandibles spasmed, "How did they find us?" he cursed.

"The sensors had a virus uploaded to them," Cortana explained. "They displayed a loop of data for just over a half hour." Mallus relaxed.

"Good." Mallus heaved a sigh of relief. Chief was strong, no doubt about that, but even he wouldn't stand up to an advanced Allaince war ship packed with spectres and rage. "Then who landed?" He asked.

"Unknown, Chief is invesitagting now," Cortana said. "We don't want to raise an alarm yet, because-"

"-Because if he came in quietly then he doesn't want to deal with civillains," Mallus finished. "If he's not interested in them it put the townsfolk at a lesser risk than if he has to deal with them all."

"Exactly," Cortana said approvingly.

"Where did they land?" Mallus asked, standing and heading up to his room.

"Outside the town, in the forest behind that hill to the southeast," Cortana said as Mallus gathered his coat and pistol. His armour was still in the ship and he didn't want to spend the time finding it and putting it on alone.

"Rouse Zo and Janeth," Mallus said, striding out of his room with his pistol on his thigh. "Baak and the Doc too." He stepped outside and looked to the southeast. "Couldn't wait until I wasn't hungover," he grumbled as he set off as a jog.

* * *

><p>Chief silently slipped down the hill, anyone watching would be surprised that someone his size could move with such speed or grace. He worked his way towards the patch of trees that the ship had disappeared into, keeping a close eye on his motion tracker.<p>

"Remember people, assume any intel on the target is all worst case scenario." A gruff man ordered, it sounded human, but Chief couldn't be sure. Chief flattened himself to the ground, barely making a sound and he hid himself in the undergrowth. "This one is dangerous even if it is best case," the man added worriedly

"Please," an arrogant woman's voice said, "You don't actually believe that vid wasn't staged do you? No one could do that for real."

"That doesn't matter," The first man said. "If you prepare for the worst than-"

"-Every surprise is a good one." A small crowd of voices finished the sentence.

"Exactly," the man said. "Now let's go. We should have the element of surprise, no better time to gather more intel." Chief's motion tracker picked up four signals, all moving steadily towards the hill. "And remember, I don't want any civilian casualties. Got it?"

"Yes sir!" the trio parroted. Chief closed his eyes and listening as they came close. Two of the footfalls were heavy, the other two were lighter. One set was significantly heavier than the rest, worryingly so. The group exchanged light hearted small talk as they walked, comfortable in the fact that they were too far away from the town to be heard by its inhabitants.

As their footfalls grew faint, Chief stood and followed after, the soft soil making tracking them a simple matter. By the prints there was a krogan, a very large krogan - larger than even the one that had accompanied Commander Shepard - as well as two human or asari and possibly a turian, though the print looked a little strange.

Chief ghosted after them, keeping the group at the far edge of his motion tracker. The group headed up the hill, likely to use the vantage to get more intel on the town, or possibly as a sniper's nest, though the extreme distance would require a master marksman and a highly advanced weapon to pull a shot off.

As the team neared the crest of the hill, very nearly the same spot Chief had finished his run, they began to set up a small camp. Most of the gear was set up further back under tree cover, but a small area near the overlook was singled out and surveillance equipment was set up.

Chief crept closer on his stomach, close enough to get a good look at them. He'd been right, for the most part. A truly impressively sized krogan stomped around the area, hauling the heaviest of the gear while a human and an asair followed, doing their share of the work. The slightest of the group was his mistake, whose footprints Chief thought were a turian were actually a creature he'd yet to see, a Quarian. The young woman busily set up the surveillance gear near the edge.

Chief watched the group work in companionable silence. It wasn't the quiet of not know what to say or what to say, but rather no one needed to talk to understand their place in the machine. Chief found himself almost admiring them, they were a well balanced team.

But they were here for him, and Cortana. He would need to dissuade them.

"Chief," A hoarse whisper came through his radio. "Chief, what's your position?" Mallus must not be wearing his armour if he needed to whisper, an important factor to note if they ever got into a firefight.

"Near the peak, possible hostiles setting up surveillance gear," Chief said in a normal speaking voice. "I have concealment, they haven't noticed me."

"Well that's good," Mallus muttered, "for them, I mean," he added. Chief almost smiled. "How dangerous do they look?" Mallus asked.

"Four: krogan, human, asari, and a quarian. Human's in charge. The Krogan is...large" Chief looked at each as he noted them, the human overlooked the operation and the oversized krogan sat heavily on the ground among his once-burdens. The human nudged him with his foot and the krogan stood with obvious effort and reluctance.

"The real question is how they found us," Mallus said worriedly, his voice was breathy, he was running as he spoke. "If this planet's location is leaked to the Council or the Hegemony, it won't be good for Baak."

"Southeast slope," Chief directed Mallus.

"Got it."

Chief waited and watched for a while, studying the small group. They were smart, the surveillance gear they set up would be very close to invisible from afar, if Chief hadn't gone running, he doubted they wouldn't have been discovered until they wanted to be.

"Can you get closer?" Mallus asked, by this point he seemed slightly out of breath, Chief sometimes forgot most people couldn't sprint seven kilometers without a pause for breath.

"Affirmative." Chief crawled a little closer, the faint murmurers that had eluded understanding began to form words as he did.

The asari was setting up a shelter under the treeline. A mechanical tent of sorts, a slim rectangle that gave enough room to lie down in with a foot or so on either side. The machine whirred airily as it expanded. "How good was the information?" She asked the human, who already had his own shelter set up. His was larger, it looked like it could easily fit two people, or maybe even Chief himself.

"The intel was good," The human said, there was an edge to his voice, something he was hiding. The asari heard it too. She crossed her arms and frowned. "Clive, what are you hiding from me?"

"The money was also good." The man named Clive said. He looked down as he spoke. "The source said he'd pay us double to upload a program to our omnitools." He waved his arm and a screen appeared before him. "I checked it out, it just looks like a surveillance program."

The asari's frown deepened, "Clive…" She trailed off worriedly.

"I know." Clive closed the screen. "It stinks, but we could use the money." The human stepped closer and wrapped an arm around the asari's waist. "All **three** of us could use the money." He said quietly with a grin. The grin fell. "He said the only way we'd get the extra creds would be if we all had a copy on out omnitools. I already ran it past Calis and Graag just wanted the money." The question was unspoken, but plain. "Just say the word and the deal is off," Clive said flatly.

The asari tilted her head back and forth, tossing the idea around in her brain it seemed. "Fine." She extended her hand and a copy of the program was uploaded to her omni tool. "But this is the last weird risk we're taking with work," She said flatly, jabbing a finger into his chest. "Got it?"

Clive grinned, "Yes ma'am." He said easily. "Bail jumpers and petty criminals only," he promised, drawing an 'x' over his chest.

The asari nodded firmly and strode away to talk to the krogan while Clive spoke to the quarian.

Chief's eyes flicked to his motion tracker, a yellow dot moved towards him, a little off to the left. "Three degrees port," he murmured into the radio, the dot changed direction to move straight at him. Slowly, a shape worked it's way across the forest floor, carefully walking bent almost double. It lowered to its hands and knees as it came close to Chief.

"What's the situation?" Mallus whispered, coming flush with Chief under a large shrubbery.

Chief pressed his fist into his palm and held up four fingers.

"Ok," Mallus said carefully. "I can see there are 4 hostiles, but just know that I never learned UNSC hand signs." He waited in silence for a moment, waiting for information. "Alright," he said, "glad we're on the same page then."

"They're setting up for a long term surveillance mission," Chief said. "They brought more cameras than weapons."

"Doesn't mean they're not a threat," Mallus murmured, "Secrecy keeps this place safe, and they could have kept the weapons in their ship." He looked at Chief. "Do you think you can take them?" He asked.

"Yes," Chief said simply.

Mallus sighed quietly, "then we should nip this in the bud." He shuffled his way back and disappeared into the forest. "Wait for me to distract them," he whispered as the faint sound of his passage through the forest faded even to Chief's ears.

Chief waited in the brush for what seemed like hours, the empty waiting made each second seem a minute. Finally, Chief heard another sound in the forest, a very loud sound.

"Yoo ho! yoo hoo! Ah pir'ts lif fer me!" The drunken shouts were accompanied by the least stealthy approach physically possible without having bombs for boots.

Immediately the four bounty hunters were alert and armed, carrying a variety of pistols and rifles between them. A seemingly unarmed Mallus stumbled out into the clearing with an impressive lack of grace, his eyes drooped and struggled to focus. After a long moment of silence a lopsided grin slid onto Mallus' face. "H'lo," he slurred, swinging his hand feebly in an attempted wave.

"Dammit I thought you told me nobody comes up this hill!" Clive hissed.

"Scans said they don't, hasn't been a living soul on this hilltop in over a year when I last scanned," The Quarian shot back.

"Well, what do we do now?" The asari asked.

"H'ya join tha' party!" Mallus said loudly, as though it were obvious. He swayed dangerously and he swung his arms wide, doing a double take at his hands as though surprised to see them empty. "Did an'one bring ah dsrink?" He asked sheepishly. "Ah think I losts min."

"Calis?" Clive asked, the quarian hurried over and checked the surveillance gear.

"They do seem to be cleaning up a party," she said slowly, looking though a scope, "He could have just wandered off." The four mercs traded wary looks, or rather three did and the krogan blinked heavily.

"Hello," the asari smiled warmly and stepped forward, placing a soothing hand on Mallus' shoulder, "my name is Ciala, I'm a bounty hunter, what do you do?" Her voice was smooth and comforting, one that you could get lost in as easy as breathing.

"I'ma hunter too." Mallus giggled, "I hunt aminals, tho, not bouncies."

"That's very interesting!" Ciala said happily, her smile made a warm blanket seem uninviting by comparison. "Where do you live? In the town?" She gestured down the hill. Mallus floppily shook his head.

"Nah, I live in a cabin…" he thought for a minute before swinging his arm to point north, to the forest away from the town. "Tha way." He burped and smacked his lips thirstily.

"Do you live with anyone?" This question was delivered more quickly and sharply. Ciala had a temper it seemed.

"Nooope." Mallus swayed, stumbling forward to his new 'friends', "So whaddya say?" He asked.

"I say we keep him here for the time being," Ciala said quietly. "doesn't sound as if anyone will miss him, at least not for now." Clive looked at Calis and Graag.

"I'd rather not get in a firefight if we can help it," Calis said, her voice tinged with an electronic edge. "We should get as much intel on the target as possible, and that means staying up here and watching him," she said matter of factly, "hard to do that if they know we're here."

Graag grunted and shrugged, throwing his graal over his shoulder.

"Alright," Clive said. He turned to Mallus, "you wanna stay here for a bit?" He asked, gesturing to the small camp.

The four seemed relaxed now. Mallus' sloppy, lopsided grin sharpened and took on a devious glint. "Sure, I'd love to," He said with perfect clarity.

It only took a fraction of a moment for the information to process in their minds. Weapons were raised and relaxed smiles soured into vicious snarls. Only a fraction of a moment, but more than enough time for Chief to spring into motion. springing to his feet and crossing half the distance between them before the mercs could clear their weapons.

All four merc's omnitools flared into being and Chief's fist connected soundly with Clive's shoulder, producing an audible pop as it dislocated and the human was tossed half a dozen feet sideways.

Shrieks of alarm and anger pierced the hilltop. Chief grunted as a throw slammed into his chest and his feet scraped nearly an inch back into the soil. Ciala's eyes widened as Chief dashed sideways, ignoring her and heading for the Krogan, who had leveled his weapon at Chief. The asari snarled, her face turning a rather vicious shade of violet and she prepared another biotic attack, only to come under withering fire from Mallus, who'd retreated to cover and drawn his pistol from where it'd been strapped to his back.

The asari and the quarian traded rounds with Mallus; the former having heavier weapons and biotics and the latter having a superior knowledge of the area. Mallus sprinted and spun between cover elements, often losing his opponents before he would open fire again from an unexpected angle.

Chief and Graag exchanged heavy blows. Chief caught a right cross then a left jab before the big krogan's forehead slammed into his head with tremendous force. Chief's head actually rang as the krogan's head bashed his own. Chief shook his head, momentarily disoriented. Graag took the opening to seize Chief and drive his knee into the armour plating of Chief's abdomen. Chief's hands gripped Graag's legs tightly and heaved to throw the krogan up and over onto his back; this allowed Chief to roll over and hammer down a truly frightening series of blows, strengthened by the anger and the throbbing pain from the vicious headbutt Chief had received.

By this time Mallus had burned though over half of his thermal clips, but he had distracted them for long enough to let Chief take out the krogan. The asari threw a singularity and the quarian launched a cryo blast. Mallus flung himself desperately to the side, feeling the chill from the cryo blast as it passed. The singularity curved sharply, unexpectedly. A black blossom of energy expanded into existence, catching Mallus neatly in it's envelop. The turian cursed as he became weightless, drifting in the small but powerful gravity well.

The asari's face was smeared with a cruel grin and she leveled a right terrifyingly large pistol at his head. It was a shot she could hardly miss.

"Stop!" The words were a command, filled with decades of leadership and the simple, powerful **expectation** that their orders would be followed.

"Ciala, please!" These words were a plea, someone bargaining with chips they didn't have. The fear in the words would give pause to even the more hardened souls, however.

Ciala turned to see her friend and team-mate Calis'Vallah nar Shellen with a massive green plated hand wrapped around her throat. The quarian pulled at the hand, but had as much effect as would a child trying to uproot mountains.

"I've had enough," Chief said coldly, "stand down."

Ciala kept her pistol trained on Mallus. "You stand down!" She spat. "Stand down or your friend here dies." Her pistol shook slightly

"No." Chief didn't move, save for a gentle tightening of his hand. The quarian cried out. "If he dies, you all die," Chief said simply. This was not a threat, but a simply statement of fact.

"Well maybe I just want to spite you, monster," Ciala sneered, "Maybe I just want to hurt you."

"Do your husband and child feel the same?" Chief asked.

"What?" Ciala hissed, her grip on her weapon tightened and it began to shake even more wildly. "Bastard!" She cursed.

"Look," an upside down Mallus interjected. He had to crane his head around and lift the long tail of his coat so he could see. "As far as we know, none of us have insulted your ancestor spirits, so you're probably just here for a paycheck." Mallus whipped his head around as he continued to slowly spin. "So why don't you leave us be? I'm of the fair mind that whatever reward is on our head isn't worth your lives."

The asari's grinding teeth could almost be heard across the hilltop. "Fine." she dropped her pistol and raised her hands.

"Chief?" Mallus asked, "If you would be so kind?" he trailed off hopefully.

The Spartan released the quarian, who fell to the ground with a gasp, and crossed the hilltop. He grabbed Mallus' hand and pulled sharply. It felt like pulling a tank out of a pit of thick mud, but after a long minute of effort Mallus popped out of the gravity well and fell to the ground.

"Uhg." Mallus worked his shoulder in a circle, "remind me never to get in an arm wrestling match with you.

Behind his visor Chief arched a single eyebrow, "I doubt you'll forget," he said dryly, turning to the defeated mercs.

Clive, the leader, was still on the ground, awake but out for the count. He held his shoulder gently and moaned incoherently. Chief walked to him and knelt. "Dislocated." He murmured. Clive nodded. Chief carefully braced one palm against the man's chest and the other on his shoulder. "On three." Another nod. "One, two -" Chief pressed sharply and relocated the joint back into place, the action was accompanied by a shout of pain and anger. The former from the human, the latter from the asari behind.

Chief stood and slung the dazed man over his shoulder easily, walking to the asari and gently laying his next to her, "he should be fine," he said quietly. Chief walked over and reached to help the Krogan to his feet.

Graag shook his head free of Chief's pummeling and seized the offered hand, pulling himself up. "You're strong," he said after a moment.

"You too." Chief nodded

"H'aalright." Mallus clapped his hands together gleefully, "Now that we're all one big happy family we can have a nice, civil, conversation." His face drew down, becoming serious, and he dropped to sit cross legged in front of Clive and Ciala. "How did you find this place?" he demanded quietly.

"We had an informant." Ciala said harshly.

"Who?" Mallus ordered.

"Never met him." Ciala spat. "Would only talk to one of us." She ran a hand through Clive's hair gently.

"Where did you meet?" Chief asked, standing behind Mallus.

"Deep space," Ciala said. "Calis could give you the co-ords."

"They're on my omni tool," Calis pipped up, casting a nervous look at Chief. "Let me try and find them." The young woman swiped through a series of screens, behind her helmet her bright eyes narrowed. "Odd…" she mumbled, hurriedly inputting another series of commands.

"Problem?" Mallus asked.

"It looks like the data from our meeting has been erased," she said slowly. "A virus?" She asked herself.

"Someone's covering their tracks." Mallus noted to Chief, who nodded.

Clive's eyes cracked open. "Not surprising." He said weakly, shakily sitting up. "You hit like an anvil, by the way." He looked up at Chief.

"I've noticed," Chief said wryly.

"What do you mean?" Mallus asked Clive, who waved away Ciala's offers of help.

"The guy was paranoid, to put it lightly," he said, gingerly testing his recently fixed joint and wincing. "had to go through three dead drops just to talk to him."

"Thats a lot of trouble for a contract," Mallus said.

"It was a lot of money for a contract too." Clive retorted. Mallus shrugged understandingly.

"Who was it?" Chief asked. Clive carefully got to his feet and stood to look Chief in the eye.

The two humans stared at eachother for a long while, silence stretched and grew into the space around them. "I don't know why the council wants you so bad," Clive said finally, "but whatever you did to personally piss off a spectre must have been bad." His expression was calm, composed. "I've never put too much stock in other people's opinions, however." He looked back at his crew. "You could have killed us all, whatever you are, but you didn't, and that means something." Mallus nodded approvingly. "So I'll tell you everything I can about the man who sent me." Clive looked down as his omni tool activated, a brief note of surprise flitted across his face before a shrill whine built up and his arm exploded.

A powerful shockwave pounded everyone on the hilltop, tossing them all but Chief onto their backs. What was left of Clive toppled to the ground.

Graag shouted in surprised horror and Calis let out a shriek. Ciala simply stared, wide-eyed in shock as half of her bond-mate's body blew away as atomized particles. In quick succession Graag's and Calis' omnitools activated as well, both emitting a similar whine while their owners clawed at their arms, desperately trying to remove the omni-tools built into their armours.

Two more flashes of light seared the hilltop and two more partial bodies fell to the ground, horror etched on the remains of their faces.

Ciala couldn't move, her mouth hung slack, unable to process what had happened.

Her omni-tool flashed into being around her arm, and a telltale whine pierced the air once more. The asari didn't cry, or panic. She simply closed her eyes, and waited.

"Chief!" Mallus cried, throwing himself backwards. The spartan was already gripping the woman's arm.

"Sorry." The spartan snapped her arm, cracking both bone and armour, and savagely twisted to tear the undersuit away from the shocked woman, ignoring the blood that followed to throw the gauntlet into the sky.

The flash of light in the sky seemed to blot out the sun itself.

Ciala's eyes rolled up into the back of her head and she collapsed onto the ground. In her mind she howled in rage and pain, but truthfully, she was simply glad it was over.

* * *

><p>Kai Leng sighed. Those four hadn't been nearly as effective as he'd hoped. Still, they had gathered at least a little data before he had used the failsafe.<p>

Leng waited as his computers ran the data, spitting out data on the target. He frowned as the went through the numbers. "Impossible…." he said to himself. These reaction times were inhuman, beyond anything that could be accomplished with even the most risky augmentations. Kai glowered at the screens, replaying the short battle between four heavily armed and armoured mercs and two fugitives caught unaware on their morning jog.

He knew there was no way he'd win in a straight fight, not against something like….this.

Kai Leng scowled, he did not like behind weaker than anything. He **would** win, something like this was a chance of a lifetime. A challenge unlike any other in the galaxy- no- the universe to prove he was the strongest.

"What do you want, Leng?" The Illusive Man asked shortly, taking a long draw on his cigarette.

"Subject is non-cooperative," Kai lied easily, "I tried to speak to him but he would only attack. The only course of action is direct take down."

The Illusive Man stared at Kai, his ocular prosthetics glowing eerily. "Fine," he said after a moment." I'll make the necessary resources available to you." The call cut off sharply.

Kai grinned and began to search through Cerberus' augmentation processes. He would show them all, there was no one better.

Not one.
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Ciala opened her eyes. She wished they hadn't. The plain white ceiling above was nothing to look at and even that bland light pounded on her retinas like hammers.

The asari squinted almost to the point of closing her eyes entirely and tried to sit up. She cried out as pain rippled across her chest and abdomen and she fell back into her bed, panting heavily as though she'd run a marathon.

Her left arm itched, she absently reached over to scratch it, this time, she was prepared for the pain. She was not prepared for her hand to go straight through her arm into the bedding below.

Ciala frowned in confusion. She tried to open her eyes a little more and looked down to her arm.

Her scream could be heard by everyone in the town.

Immediately there were people surrounding her, trying to keep her pressed down on the bed as she struggled wildly to leave.

"Where is he!" she demanded, desperation leaking into her voice. "I need to find him, tell me where he is!"

"Doctor, we need a sedative!" A young woman called out desperately as Ciala slipped the woman's grip and sat up to swing her legs over her bedside. A dark shape loomed over Ciala and all present. Bright gold glinted above and a hand gently pressed on her chest, dead center over her breastbone. The hand inched forward, pressing her down with the inexorable slowness and strength of a glacier. Ciala shrieked and beat at the arm, but she might as well be a summer breeze against a sequoia. Inch by inch the hand pressed her back down onto her bed. The hand was never harsh or painful, but it was going where it was going, and really Ciala was caught between it and its destination. Finally, the asari was lying down, a massive green man holding her. The man looked familiar to her, memories fluttered and drifted into her waking mind.

"YOU!" Ciala aimed a left hook at the man's face. Her stump didn't make it halfway up the man's forearm and the force behind her punch snapped it sharply across her body, unexpectedly curling her forcibly over to the right, looking down. Ciala stared at what was left of her arm, less than six inches after her elbow her arm just...ended. An overwhelming feeling of loss flooded her, her right hand cupped the remains of her arm, never quite touching it. Ciala tried to stop the tears welling up, but she couldn't. Fat, shimmering tears dropped onto the bedsheets.

The Man stayed there and waited, his hand still on her chest. He still as a stone and patient as the waiting sea. "I'm sorry," He said quietly, Ciala clung to his arm like a child clinging to a tree trunk in a flood, her tears crafting broad rivers down her cheeks.

"You took my arm!" she accused weakly, still holding onto Chief's arm.

"He saved your life." Another voice interjected smoothly. Ciala turned to look at the doorway and the hand left her chest. A young human male stood there, clothed in a tidy looking shirt and vest and holding a broad clipboard. He walked in and to her bedside. "Your omni tool was rigged to detonate a small plasma burst that would have killed you instantly." The man said. "My name is Simon, **I'm** the one that amputated your arm." The words unspoken shouted, 'so if you'll blame anyone, blame me.'

"My bondmate- my team, where are they?" Memory fluttered again, indistinct and distant. She remembered several bright flashes of light before the world was ripped away from her.

Simon shifted from foot to foot. "You were the only one of the four to survive," Simon said after a moment, "Thanks to Master Chief." He nodded to the massive green man. "He...removed your omni tool before it had a chance to detonate, and without a doubt saving your life."

"What about-" Ciala swallowed. "What about my child?"

The lines in Somin face deepened, he seemed to age years in that one minute. "We couldn't save your child, the shock to your system was massive and…" He trailed off, then drew a deep breath. "I couldn't do anything," He said more steadily, "I'm sorry." He knew what would come next.

"You're sorry?" Ciala said quietly. Not the kind of quiet that comes from a beaten down and battered woman, but the kind of quiet that hangs in the air just before the hurricane hits. The asari shook visibly. Simon braced himself for the worse…

"...thank you." Ciala's head drooped weakly. "just, just please leave me alone now."

"I need to check your-"

"**LEAVE ME ALONE!"** Ciala roared. Shattering the quiet like a gunshot at a funeral. Chief put a hand on Simon's shoulder.

"We should leave." he said simply, guiding the doctor out of the door.

"Very well," Simon said, wide-eyed.

As they stepped out Chief closed the door. He clasped his hands behind his back and stood watch over the room. And for her sake, he pretended not to hear the sobs.

* * *

><p>"What the hells was that?!" Zo demanded, stalking around the kitchen table. "This place was supposed to be a secret to everybody! Who knows about us?"<p>

Mallus sat at the table, his head down. He had done little but sleep since the events on the hilltop and he was still exhausted. "I don't know," he said tiredly. "No one nice, for certain."

Zo dropped heavily onto the chair next to his, a frustrated scowl painted on her face. "We'll have to leave now, won't we?" She asked unnecessarily.

"Yeah."

"I wanted a few weeks on solid ground," Zo said to the floor.

"So did I." Mallus stretched over the back of his chair and talked to the ceiling. "But whoever sent those four knows where we are, and he'll likely just keep sending more till he gets what he wants."

"Does he know about Baak?" Zo asked, glancing up over her brow plates.

"Not sure," Mallus said truthfully. "Can't assume he don't, though."

Zo sighed heavily. "Are we ever allowed to just breath?" She asked. The question wasn't really directed at Mallus, but he answered anyway.

"Doesn't look like it."

Zo chuckled breathily. "It doesn't, does it?" She sat straight then stood up, offering her hand to Mallus. "No sense whining 'bout what you can't change."

Mallus grinned, "What can't be changed can only be endured," he quoted, seizing her hand and hauling himself up. "Let's start getting ready then." He stretched his arms over his head and headed upstairs to collect his gear only to fall onto his bed dead asleep as soon as he stepped inside his room.

* * *

><p>Shepard sat in front of a waking batarian, he'd been brought back to the ship and sat in a chair in the cargo bay. They made an impromptu interrogation room by stacking large crates to make a ceilingless room in the center of the bay.<p>

The batarian squinted all four eyes as they opened, he looked around the little room in confusion before settling his gaze on Shepard. Realization set in and the man sighed. "What do you want?" He asked harshly.

Shepard relaxed in her chair. "Information," she said with a small shrug.

"Good luck," the batarian spat.

"Oh, I've never had much use for luck," Shepard said easily, rocking back on two legs of her chair. "Never needed it."

"Well, you'll need it now." The batarian chuckled. "I won't talk." He leaned back in his own chair. Shepard sighed, clacking her chair back on all four legs and stood, walking around the batarian in circles.

"I think you will," Shepard said conversationally.

"Do you?" The batarian asked incredulously. "My employer trains his agents to withstand the worst torture, there's nothing you can do that I can't handle," he said arrogantly.

"Oh you'll talk," Shepard assured him. "Because if you talk, I'll kill you."

The batarian frowned in confusion. "You don't really get how this works, do you?" He asked, the shadow of a smile playing across his lips.

"Oh, I get it."

The batarian hesitated uncertainly, his smile freezing. "And you're threatening to kill me if I **do** talk?" He clarified.

"Yes."

"And how is that supposed to work?"

Shepard clapped a hand on the crown of his head and forced him to look up. "You're asking the wrong question," she said as though she were a teacher talking to a particularly dim student.

"What's the right question?" He asked slowly, more than a little nervous already.

"You haven't asked me what I'll do to you if you **don't** talk." Shepard's grin widened to truly unnerving proportions. "Do you want to know?"

"I uh," the batarian stammered nervously, leaning forward to sit with all four chair legs on the deck. "Not really," He said admittedly.

"Oh," Shepard said, visibly put out. "Well, I'll tell you anyway." She took on a straight-forward, almost business-like tone. "First," she started. "I'm gonna cut off your fingers." Her tone was plain. This wasn't something she'd enjoy or dislike, just another thing on the to-do list. The batarian said nothing. "Then I'll cut off your hands, then your feet." He shifted uncomfortably on his seat. "Then I'll really just work my way up your major extremities. Not too imaginative," Shepard admitted with a shrug. "But damn if it won't work."

The batarian flexed his hands experimentally.

"Finally, when you've got no more limbs to lop off I'll remove your ears, nose and tongue. She ticked off passionlessly. "And after all of that, which, believe me, will take some time, I'll gouge out your eyes. Then I'll take you to Khar'shan and drop in the busiest place I can find." She thought for a bit, frowning slightly. "Hey, Garrus?!" She called out.

"Yeah?" The turian responded.

"How low on the Batarian caste system are quadriplegic, blind, deaf, mute, anosmic beggars? Shepard asked.

"Hmm," Garrus thought for a minute. The Batarian began to sweat. "Not sure, pretty low, I'd guess," he said loudly.

Shepard leaned in close, her breath made the man's eyes flutter closed. "So yeah, if you talk I'll kill you now. Otherwise…" She trailed off meaningfully and her omni tool flash forged a blade wreathed in crackling electricity, the dark orange light cast her face in an eerie glow. "I'll just get started now," She said darkly.

The batarian weighed his options. Betray the most powerful entity in the entire galaxy, who ordered armies in his spare time and held the strings that made governments dance and held back war as he pleased...or stay in the same room as this solitary, _**insane**_ woman.

He chose the only reasonable option.

As Shepard walked out of the small crate room she stretched absently. She tossed a data pad at a wide-eyed Garrus. "That's everything he knows," She said. Wrex cursed and slapped a credit chit into Ashley's hand.

Shepard raised an eyebrow at the Krogan. "Really?" She asked.

"To be fair you don't **look** scary," Wrex said in his defense, "When you start talking,...that's a different story," He added the last a little uneasily.

Shepard brushed imaginary dust off her shoulder. "I was in a couple commercials before I enlisted," she said smugly. "Being a good liar is important to infiltration."

"I can see the vids now," Garrus said from his place beside the Mako, pitching his voice into a high falsetto, "Buy this drink or whatever, or I'll destroy your body and soul." He smiled woodenly and held up an imaginary bottle.

"He works for the Shadow Broker," Shepard said, cutting the conversation short.

Wrex whistled appreciatively. "What'd the broker want with Liara's digs," He asked.

"He said that that dig was sponsored by a third party and that liara took it over when they asked for her help," Shepard said flatly.

Garrus frowned, "took it over?" He asked.

Shepard nodded, "apparently she killed all of the original researchers and started working on it herself." she said, not looking at any of her crew.

"You don't believe that do you, ma'am?" Ashley said carefully, "I mean I know she can handle herself, but murdering a bunch of scientists to get at their research? That's not Liara at all."

"Oh of course not," Shepard said easily. "So that leaves the question of what happened to the scientists, He might have lied about how she got there but **something** happened to them." Shepard stroked her chin thoughtfully, then sighed and scrubbed her hands through her hair. "Problems are just piling up aren't they?" She mused worriedly. "First that A.I maniac now Liara's gone missing."

"We can leave the A.I to the rest of the galaxy," Garrus said firmly. "We take care of our own." Shepard smiled.

"But if we get a ping on that ship we'll have to investigate," Shepard said with an air of worry about her. "It's too important to leave to just anyone." She opened her omni tool and waved over a set of the files acquired from the batarian. "I'll send copies to everyone else's omni tool as well," Shepard said. " In the meantime, I want you all to give it a look-over, get different perspectives." Wrex nodded and Ashley saluted sharply, "Dismissed." Garrus crossed his arms and gave Shepard an odd look. "What?" She asked.

"That was a bluff, right?" He asked, his voice was tinged with concern.

"Pff," Shepard waved away the words, "Of course it was, Garrus. You know me."

The turian looked her dead in the eyes. "Yes, I do," he said quietly. "I know how much she means to you." He hesitated and broke his intense gaze to rub the back of his neck tiredly. "Just...don't let the mission get the better of you. Okay?" He asked. The concern for her was plain in his tone. "Believe be, I know how easy that can be."

Shepard blinked, mildly surprised. "Yeah, sure," she said. Garrus wasn't usually the touchy-feely type. "Uh, thanks, Garrus," she said earnestly, clapping him on the shoulder. "I'm gonna hit the showers," she didn't wait for a response to walk to the cargo bay elevator and up to the crew decks, only returning salutes through muscle memory.

Would she do something like that? Could she? As a soldier, she had done many morally grey things, things that, taken in almost any other context could be considered horrific, but she'd never done anything outrightly cruel before. Her mind swirled placidly, considering her actions past and present with little conviction, but objective curiosity. She was never one to agonize over her choices, either you made a good call or you didn't, the only use in revisiting the past was to learn from it, to make more good calls.

Shepard walked into her quarters and stripped without thought, stepping inside her personal head and into her shower. She tilted her head under the water, enjoying the perks that come with being the CO, instant hot water. She washed quickly, only taking a few extra minutes to luxuriate in the heat before stepping out and drying off. Redressed in fatigues, Shepard plopped down in front of her terminal and opened the files that she'd gotten from the batarian's omni tool, she could have hacked her way in easily, but he had been more than happy to provide her with full access.

Shepard sighed and began to pour through the data. She would find a lead in all this, she had to.

* * *

><p>Mallus drank bad turian whisky in quite possibly the least upscale and clean building on Omega, too poor to afford even the seedier side of Afterlife. Zo absently chalked her cue as she watched her opponent lean over the pool table they surrounded. The human game had caught on like wildfire, especially in places like this where it was beneficial to have an innocuous reason to hold on to a long stick. The batarian slaver she was playing against grinned as he sunk a ball, looking over his shoulder at Mallus.<p>

"You don't seem too worried for a man that's going to leave this place property," he goaded.

"You only get me if you win." Mallus pointed out, taking another drink, "Which, unless I'm mistaken, you haven't yet."

"Just a matter of time now." The batarian smirked again and shot, the ball missed the far corner pocket, but only just. He was two away from winning.

Mallus shared a mildly pleading look with Zo, who returned a shrug and lined up her shot.

"What do you say we make it more interesting?" Mallus asked slowly, looking down into his drink. "If Zo here wins without letting you get another shot in, we get your ship as well as your cargo." Mallus downed the rest of the glass and ordered another with a raised finger.

"You'll need the luck of three gods to win now." The slaver's eyes bounced between all six balls that Zo would have to sink in order to win. Mallus nodded in thoughtful agreement and reached inside his coat, worn over his armour to activate a small device in the inside pocket. The slaver thought for a bit, contemplating the game, "Deal," he grunted.

Zo yawned and leaned over to shoot quickly, barely taking the time to aim. The ball dropped into the center left pocket with a soft clunk. Another shot filled the far right corner, and another and another. Shot by shot Zo cleared the table of her balls, each shot was immediate, with barely the shortest of pauses for aiming, but without fail each shot was true.

Finally the last ball, a solid black barrier between Mallus' lifelong servitude and a freedom, rolled across the table, just a little off target. Mallus' finger brushed the device in his coat and the ball curved ever so slightly left, catching the high collar around the pocket just enough to drop it down.

"Ah, excellent," Mallus said in well-effected surprise, standing up and downing his newly arrived drink. "Now if you'll hand us the access codes we'll be off," he said politely, a perfectly harmless and easy as you go smile on his features.

The batarian frowned, his hand tightened on the pool cue. "You cheated," He growled. "I saw it."

Mallus pressed a hand to his chest, hurt by the man's words. "You would accuse an honest man of cheating in a game where he stands to win a massive amount of credits, cargo, and a fully functional ship capable of providing shelter and income?"

The slaver glared at Mallus, striding over to stand nose to nose with the turian, "Yes." He said dangerously. "I would."

"I know." Mallus grinned good-naturedly. "I just said that so she could get behind you." The Slaver's eyes widened and he spun to block a blow from behind him.

Mallus jabbed his fist into the back of the man's neck. The slaver collapsed immediately with a breathy gasp.

"And I just said **that** so **I** could get behind you," Mallus said happily, stooping to rummage through the incapacitated man's pockets. Zo came back from returning the cues, both hers and the batarian's she'd stealthily acquired from him.

"Miss anything, sir?" She asked.

"Just a spot of clever and cunning piratry." Mallus tossed up a code key, a datachip hardwired with the codes needed to start a ship. "Let's go collect our winnings," Mallus said. He whistled jovially to himself as the pair left the bar.

The ship they'd won wasn't far away, the short walk was broken up by only a handful of muggings even a street fight that they carefully skirted around, not wanting to get caught up in another fiasco. Spirits knew that Aria already had enough interest in him, he had no intention of giving her another show.

Their new ship loomed through a set of windows in the dockyards and a rough grouping of Batarians clustered around the airlock leading to it. Slavers tended to restrict all kind of access to their ship but one, make it harder for 'cargo' to escape. Often going so far as to remove emergency pods or landing craft.

"If you'll excuse us," Mallus said as he twirled the datachip between his talons. "It appears as though you're blocking the way to our ship. Would you be so kind?" He asked hopefully.

The leading slaver hitched up a rather impressive assault rifle, blinked first his bottom two eyes then his top, and spat.

"Guess that's a no then," Mallus surmised. "I'll assume no amount of attractive requests will be changing those minds of yours."

The batarian sneered wordlessly. At the back of the group, one batarian set his weapon over his shoulder with a smile, carefully keeping the assortment of blades he'd attached to his away from his own head.

Mallus considered this conundrum. "So I can be secure in the knowledge that the five of you will try and stop me if I attempt to walk past you?" He asked.

The lead batarian frowned, "There's six of us," he said rather stupidly. The one at the back nodded and leaned against the far wall, his shotgun dropping into his arms.

"Oh?" Mallus cocked his head to the side and did a very visible count. "Three, four five," he pointed to the fifth batarian in the group, "I'm not seeing a sixth." He shrugged helplessly.

"What?" The lead turned around and counted quickly, followed by his subordinates. "Four, five, six," he pointed to the shotgun wielding man in the back. "See?" He asked, turning around "I told you-" He came nose to barrel with Mallus' pistol.

"H'uh," Mallus huffed, "so you did."

The gunplay was short, messy work. A handful of minutes later Mallus heaved the body of the lead batarian off him and hauled himself up to standing with a hand from Zo. The other batarian drew back and delivered a savage kick to one of the survivors who'd fallen after taking a shotgun blast to the kneecap.

"I'd like to be thanking you for your help," Mallus said, "but first I'd rather know who you are and what kind of reasoning you had." Mallus kept his pistol in his hand. "Those slaves are now ours," he said firmly.

"I am Watcher Baak," The batarian said with a short bow, closing all four of his eyes. "And I helped you because it saved me the trouble of dealing with them all on my own." He straightened with a grin and an outstretched hand.

"There are those with a distrust for mutineers," Mallus said, taking the offered hand and shaking it heartily. "But I'll take a helping shotgun where I can get it."

Baak nodded understandingly, "What do you intend to do with the captives?" He asked politely; his words were soft, but held an edge to them, some tiny sound that belied an entirely peaceful outlook on the situation.

"We'll set them free," Mallus said immediately. "Ain't no soul deserves that kind of treatment." The statement was obviously aimed at Baak.

The batarian smiled, "Agreed," he said, seemingly immune to Mallus' comment. He gestured the turians to the airlock. "Shall we?" he asked. "A Captain's first step on a new ship is a lucky thing." He waited as Mallus passed him and fell in beside Zo.

Mallus tapped the holographic door controls and the airlock whooshed open. The wave of rank, sallow air that flowed out accompanied by the cries of captive souls, made him retch.

"My...compatriots were not overly concerned with the conditions of their property," Baak said gravely. "If you would allow it, I would like to begin to help."

"Spirits yes." Mallus gasped. The airlock opened into the cargo hold, which was lined with rows and columns of cages, each one barely big enough for a grown man to curl up in. "This ends now," He ordered.

They began the long work of opening all the cages and trying to heal the wounds of the captives, both the marks on their bodies and the scars on their minds.

Mallus' eyes opened slowly. He blinked and sat up on his bed, _still having dreams_, he thought. scrubbing a hand over his face. He looked at the time, _spirits, I should get to work._ He hurriedly stood and threw on a change of clothes. He had a ship to pack, and a friend to keep safe.

* * *

><p>"So we're in an alternate reality of some kind?" Spartan Thorne asked politely, helmet in hand like the rest of his companions. The entire fireteam was packed inside Liara's tiny ship as it hurtled through space towards the relay system; normally the craft could only hold a half people normally, but none of it's current passengers were what one might call normal. Even the slightest of them were taller and broader than any marine Liara saw in the alliance.<p>

"Precisely," Liara said with a nod, turning the cockpit's chair to look at her passengers. "Here the UNSC never existed, nor your primary enemies, the Covenant or any of its member species."

"No Sangheili?" Hoya asked. "No grunts?" He stood halfway inside one of the private rooms, holding onto the door frame and leaning to keep his head in the main room. He sounded a little put out that he wouldn't have them underfoot.

Liara shook her head, "Not according to the council, though it is possible they exist and have simply never ventured beyond their own system or encountered a Mass Relay."

"A Mass Relay?" Demarco sat precariously at the table in the center of the ship, he shifted gingerly on the chair, looking down quickly as it groaned in protest.

"A network of transport hubs." This time, it was Palmer that spoke, stooped over to look through the front windows. "They connect nearly the entire galaxy." She straightened and turned to Majestic. "Think of them like slipspace gates or something," she said plainly. Thorne nodded thoughtfully.

"Tha' whole galaxy though?" Spartan Grant asked skeptically, leaning on the far wall, behind Demarco and Thorne. "That's a lot of space," She said, audibly impressed. "Couldn'ta been easy ta build it."

"We didn't," Liara put in, "They were left over by a long dead civilization, that…" She hesitated. Going into the entire Reaper problem now could make things more complicated than they needed to be. "That died out mysteriously." Majestic and Palmer traded looks.

"Alright," Palmer said simply.

"'Alright'?" Liara asked, taken aback slightly, she'd expected a little bit of a response. "That's it?"

"Ma'am, we're not exactly strangers to the 'ancient alien race leaving behind powerful, mysterious technology for the younger races' thing," Thorne said with a slight smile.

"It happens **all** the time to us," Madsen said with a smirk, standing nearest the cockpit, across the Palmer. "We get it." A low chuckle rippled across the team.

"Aright," Grant asked in her lilting accent. "So we're inna alternate universe, what now?"

"Can we get back?" Demarco asked, glancing between Palmer and Liara. "I'm thinking that little piece there on the Commander's armour brought us here." He nodded to the small block attached to Palmer's shoulder. "Can we get it to take us back?" Almost in answer to his question the object in question dropped from the Commander's shoulder to the floor with a dull, 'clunk'.

"That would be a no, Spartan," Palmer said dryly. She dropped to a knee and scooped up the device. juggling it from hand to hand.

Liara reached out, "If I may commander?" She asked. Palmer wordless handed off the device. Liara plucked the object out of the commander's hand and held it up against the light coming in the front windows from FTL travel. The small metal block seemed uninteresting even in the motley red and blues. "This is unlike any Prothean or Reaper tech I've ever seen," she murmured to herself, turning it over in the light.

"It's Forerunner, Ma'am," Thorne said. Liara snapped out of her study, blinking. "What?" She asked.

"It looks like it was made by the Forerunners," Hoya said. He grinned, "an ancient race that left behind technology after they disappeared mysteriously."

"Well, at least we both walk similar paths…" Liara murmured to herself. "So you believe this device came from your Forerunners, then?" Liara looked up at Palmer, who nodded. "That would suggest the you are not the first from your universe to travel here, a fascinating prospect, certainly." The asari shook her head, "though not the most pressing one to be sure."

"You said we attacked someone powerful," Palmer said. "Care to elaborate?" Fireteam Majestic all leaned forward perceptible.

Liara sighed, "the Shadow Broker," she began. "is the most powerful and well-connected Information trader in the galaxy, she has agents in every major organization and government, as well as literally a private army."

"Who is she?" Palmer asked. "Where?"

"No one knows," Liara admitted, "That is part of what makes the Shadow Broker so powerful, she can never be directly attacked because no one knows who to hit or where."

"Why don't the governments take her down?" Thorne asked.

"Because every Government buys information from her," Liara said, "and they know that if anyone tries to attack, all their secrets will 'accidentally' be made public."

"Huh," Thorne mused to himself. "Impressive." He frowned after a moment of thought, "Why's she after you though?" He asked. He was polite, but his tone held just a hint of accusation in it.

"I'm honestly not sure," Liara said, "If I had to guess I would say it had something to do with the dig at the obelisk, perhaps the Broker was one of the original investors?" The question was posed more to herself than her Spartan companions. "Regardless, now it seems as though I have something the broker wants."

"-Why are you calling this Shadow Broker a 'she' if you don't know who it is?" Hoya asked suddenly.

"Wha?-oh" Liara smiled to herself "My species is mono-gendered, so male and female are rather alien concepts to us." Liara swept a hand over her form, "however, our physiology is undoubtedly female to almost all other races, so 'she' tends to default in our language."

A moment of silence hovered over the Spartans, "So you're an entire alien race of hot, blue babes?" Madsen asked after a moment.

Liara smiled again, "There are many that see us that way," She said, amused at her companion's rather...human reaction.

"How is that fair?" Madsen asked the room, "our universe gets giant, spike faced dinosaurs and flying jellyfish, and they get an entire species of hot chicks." He crossed his arms sourly.

"Actually, we have those," Liara added helpfully. "The jellyfish, I mean. They're called the Hanar."

"Fascinating," Palmer cut in flatly. "Can we get back to the problem at hand?"

"Right," Liara said, Madsen snapped to attention for a moment until Palmer waved him away.

"What's our next move?" Palmer asked.

"Normally I would suggest laying low for a while and returning to the dig site, but against the broker I'm not sure that's possible," Liara said. She turned her chair around to face the main screens of the cockpit. "We can assume the Broker has agents at every major spaceport in the traverse and the council spaces." A simple representation of the galaxy appeared on the screen, highlighted in the relevant areas. "On the other hand, because of a lack of ruling government, the Broker is most free to operate unchecked in the Terminus." The north-most section of the map glowed briefly.

"So our choices are between hav'n lotsa eyes on us or a heavy hand over us?" Grant asked. "Not much of a choice, really."

Palmer stared at the galaxy map, "what about there?" She pointed to a highlighted planet near the bottom of the terminus, next to the thin sliver of the attican traverse that separated the terminus from the outer council spaces.

"That's Illium," Liara said, zooming in on the planet, "It's a colony held by Asari Corporate interests, so not technically part of the government." She looked crosswise up at Palmer. "It's unique structure makes it a favorite of Corporations who wish to operate under less...scrutiny than one would find inside Council Space."

"Sounds like a bureaucratic nightmare," Hoya grunted.

"You're not wrong," Liara said quietly. She looked up at Palmer, who still stared thoughtfully at the map. "I hope you're not thinking of trying Illium, Commander," Liara said. "It's high population and Corporate activities mean it's undoubtedly full of Broker agents, and it's location in the Terminus means the Broker is more likely to take drastic actions when it suits her.

"You make it sound like it's impossible to hide," Palmer said.

"Not necessarily," Liara said. "We just need to avoid as much attention as possible. Official channels are out of the question if we want to remain hidden, and those suits will not help at all." She nodded to the Spartan's armour. "How easily do they come off?"

"With the proper equipment?" Demarco asked, "Minutes. Without….?" He juggled some numbers in his head. "Might take an hour or two, if we can manage it at all."

"That's certainly less than optimal," Liara murmured. Inside her head, her thoughts swirled. She wanted to call Shepard, she would know what to do, and keeping them aboard the Normandy would be an easy way to keep them off the radar; but as much as it pained her to admit, she couldn't trust the Normandy, even such a small vessel had dozens of crew members, each one a possible leak for the shadow broker, whether they knew they were or not. The Broker knew its reputation and often used agents that didn't even know who they were supplying information to.

"So?" Palmer asked. Liara shook her head back into the real world again. "What should we do?" Palmer stared at her with such intensity it was nearly frightening. "You're our guide here."

Liara took a deep breath. "There are ways to sneak through customs on any planet," she said. "I don't know any of them," she admitted, "but I know of someone who does." She brought up the navigation tool and plotted a course deep into the terminus systems. "We're going to Omega. We're going to see Aria."

Liara set the course and the ship shuddered gently, accepting the new coordinates easily. For a moment there was silence. Broken by a low chuckle from Demarco.

"Well, that don't sound ominous or anything."

* * *

><p>Chief hefted a large crate easily, carrying it into the Repose's cargo hold without any visible strain.<p>

"My, the boy is strong isn't he?" Baak said to Mallus out of the corner of his mouth.

"Watcher, you have no idea," Mallus murmured back with a grin. He sighed, "it was good seeing you again, Baak."

The old Batarian smiled, "Are you sure you can't stay longer?" He asked, sounding more like an old grandfather than anything else.

"I can't find it in my conscious to put you and yours in danger," Mallus said. "As much as I'd like to, we best be moving on." He waved Zo and Walesh onto the ship, each carrying an armload of supplies. "Whoever sent those four after us won't stop at a failure." Mallus shifted from foot to foot, "We'll be sure to make a kind of noise on our way out, make it plain we're not here."

Baak smiled gently, "It's appreciated," he said. He turned and clasped Mallus by the shoulders. "When you're ready, there is a place here for you, as always."

"Thanks," Mallus said, only a little awkwardly. At the ship, Chief stood on the edge of the bay doors, the hold now full to bursting of all they'd need for a long journey. "I'm all warm and fuzzy inside now."

Baak's gentle smile bloomed into a broad grin, "one last thing before you go." He waved to a young man at the edge of town. The young man, no older than Mallus had been when he'd enlisted, carried a broad wooden crate in his arms.

"A little something extra for the trip." Baak said as the young man handed over the crate, his eyes wide as he looked up at Mallus. "Thank you child," Baak said gently. The young man beamed and dashed off.

"Watcher?" Mallus asked as he lifted the crate's lid to look inside. "Spirits…" He whispered, "You sure?" he asked, almost not wanting to give Baak a chance to take it back.

"We have plenty," the batarian assured him. "Take it."

"I'll not be arguing with that," Mallus said easily. "Much appreciated, Watcher." He raised the crate in a salute and headed into the bay, overtaken by a light footed Kalia who very nearly floated into the ship. Mallus looked over his shoulder and spied some young buck waving to her back, his knees looking just a shy shade of weak and shaky. Mallus shook his head and tried not to think about it.

"Everything loaded?" Mallus asked Chief as he passed.

"We're all ready and set," Cortana replied. "Kinda a shame I didn't get to test my work on their systems, though." The A.I sounded a little put out.

"Yes, I was hoping for a Rampant A.I attack myself as well," Mallus said wryly. "Let's get set to kick off then. Here, hold this." Mallus handed off the crate to a passing Janeth. "See that it's put to proper use." He said quietly. Janeth grunted in surprise when he looked inside and carried the crate up the stairs without another word.

"A moment," Chief said. Mallus glanced back at the town and saw a single form hobble out from the buildings. Mallus nodded and headed inside the ship.

Chief left the cargo bay doors and crossed the broad stretch of bare earth that separated the Repose from the town. Ciala kept a steady pace towards him with a crutch under her good arm, bandages swathed the left side of her body entirely, covering what was left of her arm with pristine white. When Chief stopped in front of her, she looked up weakly, her body shaking from the strain. Her eyes burned with energy.

"Heard you were leaving," she said simply, she sounded as though she had just run a marathon, her breathing heavy and laboured.

"I am." An even simpler response.

"Our business, isn't done." Ciala leaned heavily on her crutch and held her left arm gently.

"I thought it wouldn't be."

"When I'm recovered." The asari forced herself to stand straight, the effort obvious in her shaking limb and gritted teeth, but she stood strong and glared up into Chief's visor. "We will come to an accord, you and I," she said. "Will you accept this?"

Chief looked back, "I do," he said.

Ciala grinned with gritted teeth. "Good." Slowly, with pained care, the asari turned around and made her way back to the town. Two you women rushed out to meet her, nurses who Ciala had slipped away from. The asari roughly pushed away the arms that tried to support her. The nurses settled with keeping pace with her, hovering at her side should she falter.

When Chief's boot clanged against the bay doors Mallus closed it, the door raising slowly as Chief slipped inside.

"Everything square between you two?" Mallus asked.

Chief didn't stop on his way to his quarters, "it will be."

* * *

><p>The Shadow Broker sat in his control room, alone, isolated.<p>

His expected call flickered into being, the broker answered, a vidcall screen flashing up over his desk.

"You have been looking for humans," the Broker said immediately, this particular client was not one for small talk, neither was he.

"You have information?" The creature asked. It was a strange insectile thing, with a wide flat head, and a brown carapace; it sat squat and heavy on at least a half dozen legs and its many arms tipped with sharp points fluttered and twitched as it spoke.

"I have a report." The Broker held up a datapad. "A group of humans appeared from the device you spoke of and eliminated a full wet team. six against twenty." He tapped the datapad against his desk and the information was assembled into an easy to send packet. "If you can pay." He added.

"Your rate of compensation remains unchanged." The creature said, "the payment will be sent immediately."

"Good." The broker's voice thrummed with satisfaction. He moved to send the information, his hand froze just over the button. "Remember that I can make your operations in the terminus very difficult," he said. "It would be unwise to cross me."

"Your threats are meaningless." The creature cut the vid call.

The Shadow Broker chuckled airily looked out of the window at Hagalaz; the vista usually served to calm him, ever shifting while never changing. He opened a file, a series of imagines of a man. He wore similar armour as the six he'd shown the Collector, but it seemed older, more worn. As did the man inside.

The Shadow Broker smiled, it was never wise to show your whole hand when you did not need to. This one he would keep to himself, for now.

* * *

><p>Around a tiny planet there was a space station, on that space station an Asari Matriarch sat behind a desk, looking at reports with a bored expression.<p>

"Coss." A krogan lifted her head from her nap. "I need to see a man about a train."

The krogan nodded. "Yes, Niasca." She rumbled, even the females had voices like landslides. the Krogan stood and strode out of the room, opening her omni tool as the door hissed shut.

Niasca spun in her chair, behind her a human drifted around a singularity, his face frozen in the agony of his last moments. "The last one was terribly disappointing," she murmured to herself, a soft, slow smile twisting her lips.
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* * *

><p>Aria lounged in her private room overlooking the dance floor of Afterlife. The energy of the club rippled and thrummed in the air, but she hardly felt it. She barely heard the music that pounded her ribcage.<p>

"Niasca, you psychopath…" She whispered to herself, too low for even her guards to hear. A personal visit by even the Matriarch's henchwoman was a rare thing. Aria had always wondered where she'd managed to get her hands on a female krogan, especially one so...ingratiated to her. The krogan had come stomping through her club, brandishing a knife at anything that looked crosswise at her, and demanded Aria procure a team for some kind of heist that Niasca needed done.

Aria had done the dangerous thing and simply told her she'd think about it. Aria uncross and crossed her legs, deep in thought. She didn't want to expose any of her own men to that madwoman, "but…" she mused out loud. "Bray." She said more loudly. A batarian turned to look at her. "Get Mallus on the line," she ordered. "I have a job for him."

Bray nodded, "got it," he said before disappearing.

Aria smiled at the thought, she could keep her own organisation isolated from the crazy and see that strange man in action. A winning move for her.

* * *

><p>The Quiet Repose sped through space at FTL, Mallus sat in the mess, cleaning his pistol. The pervasive hum of the engines served to soothe his mind as the work in his hands relaxed his body. You could be rough or harsh when you cleaned your weapon, there were too many delicate parts on the inside. Put together the thing was sturdy as a krogan nursery but pulled apart like this it was fragile, delicate.<p>

The hum of FTL cut off sharply with a ship-wide shudder. They were back in the Relay system, peaking their heads in so see how big the waiting foot was.

"System clear." Walesh blurted through the com. "No vessels waiting."

Mallus set the part he'd been working on down on the soft cloth spread on the table. He stood and stepped up to the bridge, more surprised than anything else.

"Nothing?" Mallus asked.

"Single cargo ship," Walesh pointed out the signature on the scans, "did not change course or halt as we came into system. Now jumped away."

"Well ain't that a thing," Mallus said, mostly to himself. "I thought to be caught in the system for a good while."

"Could be trap," Walesh said. "Ship waiting behind planet or relay itself."

"True enough," Mallus said. "We'll sit tight here on the edge for a few, see if anything happens. If so, make a high tail and set off." Mallus clapped the pilot on the shoulder before turning to head back to the mess.

"Captain, call incoming," Walesh said. He waved his omni tool at the screens and a holographic image appeared in the holotank.

Mallus frowned and crossed his arms. "Aria." He greeted tersely. The asari on the other side of the call smiled worryingly and reclined in an invisible chair.

"Mallus," she said warmly. Too warmly.

"You don't make calls to me needlessly," Mallus said. "Or at all, as Zo had told me,"

Aria's smile widened almost imperceptibly. "Yes, you'll have to tell her it took me quite a bit of effort to crack that encryption, it took several of my specialists to get through it."

"I'll give her a raise," Mallus said flatly. "What do you want?"

"A job offer," She said quickly. "A friend of mine asked me to find her a crew for a job, naturally I thought of you and your…" she paused, trying to find the right words. "merry little band of outcasts."

"Key term being merry," Mallus retorted. "Kept so by their distance to you. Or have you forgotten the incident with that Yahg and the underground varren fights?"

"Please," Aria chuckled dismissively, "Janeth likes the extra scars." She waved a hand as if to waft away the past. "This isn't like that, either way. Simple job, get in, grab the goods, and get out."

Mallus frowned, "then there's something else wrong with it or you'd work in-house, why bring this to me?"

"The job came to me from Niasca v'Lara."

"Niasca v'Lara!?" Mallus hissed, "Why would I have dealings with that psychopath?"

"Because I already gave her your names as, 'reliable,'" Aria grinned dangerously. "And we all know how she feels about expectations."

Mallus snarled a string of words that made even Aria coughed uncomfortably. "You…" He trailed off with a raised finger. "This is some twisted revenge plot I don't much care for, Aria," he said.

"I'm strangely fine with that,": Aria said easily, fanning her fingers to inspect her fingernails. "The details of the job are...sensitive," She said, "But the pay is good, I should know I'm providing half of it." She sounded more than a little bitter. "Rendezvous here," a set of coordinated flashed onto Walesh's screens, "And you can get the details of the job." The vidcall cut off sharply.

"Captain?" Walesh asked.

Mallus sighed through gritted teeth. "We're going," he said slowly. "As dangerous as it is to work with Niasca, it's twice so to ignore her." He turned to leave, "Let your wife know, she'll be taking point on this one."

"Understood," Walesh said. "What will you do?" He asked over his shoulder at the captain's retreating form.

"I think I'll take a nap," Mallus said thoughtfully, "I'll be in my bunk." Walesh turned back to his screens as the doors to Mallus' room slid shut.

* * *

><p>Chief looked up as a sharp rapping of knuckles on metal interrupted his light sleep. He stood easily and opened the door to meet a stern-faced Zo, fully armoured with her weapon set against the small of her back.<p>

"You're up," she said flatly. "Got a job." She jerked her head for him to follow and disappeared down the hallway.

"Where's Mallus?" Chief asked as he caught up with her, his own weapons now decorating his back.

"Far off in dreamland, as I hear it," Zo said dryly. "He can't lead this job, so he took the day off."

"Why can't he work the job?" Cortana asked.

Zo hesitated, "The client and doesn't have a particular fondness for men," she said. "Don't mind if they're involved, but she don't trust them to be in charge."

"Why deal with it?" Chief asked.

"Client's not someone you want to cross needlessly." Zo stepped through the hatch into the cargo bay and headed down the catwalk stairs. Near the bay doors, Janeth sat waiting in his own eye-jarring suit. Yellows and oranges combined in a truly inartistic way. "You ready?" She asked the Krogan.

Janeth wordlessly waved without looking.

"Aria set up a rendezvous on a space station," Zo said, "We'll meet there and see what's what."

"ETA?" Chief asked.

"Damn quick," Zo said as a tremor passed through the ship. The trio had to wait only another minute or so before a second tremor rumbled through the ship. Zo smacking the bay door release with her fist. "Let's go." The doors swung down slowly and they slowly walked out to the rendezvous spot.

The three walked out of the airlock into a pristinely artificial hallway. The walls were smooth and glowed softly with inset lights and their construction and style made it seem like the metal flowed like water. Zo didn't hesitate for a moment and walked further in, "client is an Asari Matriarch names Niasca," she said quietly. "She's one of the very few Matriarchs who actively opposes the Republics on Thessia, she runs her own little world here." They delved inside and passed many dozens of those who could only be workers, roughly dressed men and women scurrying around them without so much as a look sideways.

"You see their faces Chief?" Cortana quietly pointed out. Chief nodded. Every one of the worker's faces was stricken and wide-eyed, full to the brim with fear. Whoever employed them was not a nice person. Zo stopped the trio at a large room, a cargo transfer area of some kind, large crates and packages were stacked high. In the center of the room was a single krogan.

"Come with me," the krogan said. Chief blinked, unless he was mistaken, it was a woman. A human worker came too close and the krogan loomed dangerously, her hand reaching quickly for the curiously shaped blade that was sheathed on her shoulder.

"Still krogan thought…" Cortana murmured.

"Indeed," Chief said inside his helmet.

The Krogan turned and lead them off, every worker that crossed their path gave them a very wide berth, especially the krogan.

They were lead through the station, a confusing and disorienting series of twists and turns, coupled with the smooth contours made it very easy to get lost. "You getting this?" Chief asked Cortana.

"Every turn," she responded.

"Good."

The corridors they were being lead through began to open up, slowly widening as if they were walking down the bell of a bugle. Suddenly the walls opened completely, letting them into a huge, airy room that extended far above and below them. Far above a massive light blazed down upon them and the myriad of plant life that coated the walls and floors. The little group walked across bridges covered in soft grass that was easily wide enough for twice their number, but seemed thin and spidery when compared to the size of the room. In the center a wide column stretched up from the depths, its sides coated in green as well, grasses and trees grew out and up towards the light. The column's peak was a broad platform, a garden of sorts, with a single form stretched out on the grass, apparently basking under the false sun, though mostly obscured by the greenery.

The Krogan stopped at the end of the bridge, not quite at the edge of the column.

They waited. Silence stretched from moments to minutes and the three shared significant looks. Finally, after several minutes of waiting, Zo stepped forward and opened her mouth to speak, but was held up sharply when the krogan woman flung out an arm and turned her head to glare hotly at her with a single eye.

"You may approach." The form in the garden said, gracefully rising to her feet. A slender Asari stood and brushed off grass and bits of green from her dress, a slim and form fitting thing of many colours. The asari glanced over them with a cursory eye, quick, but with a weight that seemed impossible. It felt as though every secret had been revealed with that one look. The asari waved behind her and a section of the grassy floor fell away and a single chair rose up, bone white and made entirely of curves. The asari sat, another wholly graceful motion, and regarded the approaching group.

"So you are they who Aria calls reliable?" She asked in a smooth tenor, her eyes lingered on Chief for a moment.

"If they pay is good," Zo said flatly.

Nisaca smiled and flicked her eyes back to the turian. "The payment is generous," she said slowly. "I believe it will be provided in part by our mutual friend, Aria," she said with a soft smile. "In turn, a certain level of reliability is expected." She shifted in her seat, settling further into her chair comfortably. "I'm sure you're aware of my opinions on this matter, many are." She sighed. "The last one I sent for this job proved rather unworthy of it. He was a liar, and did not perform as consistently as was required." A single finger raised and another section of the floor dropped, and a shape rose in its place.

Zo inhaled sharply. It was a body. A man floated in space as if weightless around a singularity. The body was beaten and bloody, bruises and slashes marred his skin and as his body revolved slowly his face, frozen in horror, was revealed.

"He was unreliable," Niasca said with a disappointed wave, the singularity died and the body thumped to the floor. "His reputation was one of a man who completes his task," She sighed airily, for a moment seeming more a lovelorn woman instead of a brutal crime lord. "But he did not." Niasca eyes flicked between Zo's, Janeth's and Chief's, or, at least, his visor. She grinned. "But now you see that I am reliable, do you not?" She crossed her legs, skirts brushing softly. "You see now that my reactions to those who do not do as asked are...consistent, my reliability is now proven to you." She stood and approached the group. "Now I will give you the job for you to do."

Zo flicked her eyes from the suspended dead man to Niasca, "We'll hear you out." She said carefully. "Don't recall promising anything, however," she added.

"I have heard of Captain Mallus and his crew," Niasca said to Zo, looking the woman eye to eye, "men and women of strong character they say, and truly skilled." She added with a nod to Janeth, "Also those with troubled and mysterious pasts," she looked up at Chief. She simply stared for a long moment before drawing herself out of her mind with a deep breath. "But all of you have good, strong reputations. I have high expectations."

She retreated several sets and nodded to the krogan, who opened her omni tool and a wide holographic screen appeared before Niasca. The image of a ship made of several segments of cargo attached to an engine. " A train," Chief murmured.

"Exactly," Niasca said warmly, she turned to point at the ship. "There is a piece of cargo on this vessel that I would very much like to own. The job is simple, acquire it."

"Security?" Zo asked. "I'd like to know what I'm walking my people into."

"The details can be sent to you," Niasca said without turning around, waving away the words as one would a particularly pungent puff of smoke. "But the job itself is simple, acquire the goods and bring them back." She looked over her shoulder. "Will you not ask what it is you are collecting?"

"As a rule, no," Zo said evenly.

"Delightful," Niasca said with a velvety tinge of satisfaction in her voice. She sat down smoothly and crossed her legs, "You have passed," she looked between all three expectantly, "Now the important question, will you take the job?"

"We're your crew," Zo said immediately. "You can send the details to my omni tool."

"Coss?" Niasca asked politely. The Krogan waved her omni tool at Zo and a notification pinged on the turian's wrist. Zo brought up the files and quickly looked them over.

"Looks in order," Zo nodded to the krogan, then to Niasca. "Seems time for leavetaking," Niasca waved blindly once more and Zo turned on her heel to march back the way she came.

Coss quickly followed, easily catching up and passing Zo, "I will show you back," She growled, stopping at the first junction of corridors.

"No need," Zo breezed past the krogan and took the leftmost hallway, "I remember the way." The krogan scowled and move to catch up.

"So do I," Chief said as he passed her.

When they got back into the ship they were greeted by a shirtless Mallus lifting weights on a bench press under the careful eye of Kalia. When the door opened Mallus' head snapped over to look, as he did his concentration broke and arms began to shake halfway to their full extension, halting under the weight. Immediately Kalia waved a hand and the bar floated up as though it were a balloon. Mallus rolled off the bench and walked over to the team, slinging a towel over his shoulder.

"How did it go?" He asked, a little breathless. "Do we have ourselves a job?"

"That we do, sir," Zo said, waving over the files.

"Hmmm, a train job," Mallus said thoughtfully, flipping through the files on his Omni tool. "Deep in council space," he noted. "Might be a spot of trouble getting there."

"I believe the files contain a forged ID tag," Zo said. "We should be able to use the Relays freely, for a time at least."

"hmm, that's assuming the council hasn't zeroed in on our mass, can't fake that." Mallus scratched his mandible thoughtfully. "I'll talk to Kalia about a contingency or two," he said. "In the meantime, we'll gear up and get on the road." He rolled his shoulder in its socket, then the other, and walked back towards the bench and Kalia. The asari had amused herself by bioticly lifting the weight up and down the height of the hold, guiding it with a bored look on her face.

"Alright," Zo said, turning to Chief and Janeth. "I'll give Walesh the co-ords and we'll get underway, ETA is four to five hours." She nodded and made her own way up the stairs and to the cockpit.

Chief and Janeth stood in the cockpit. Chief glance over out of the side of his visor. "You were quiet," he noted.

"hhm," Janeth grunted, "nothing to say."

Chief didn't respond verbally, he simply waited and watched.

"Aww hell," Janeth grumbled sourly. "I don't get in you and your A.I. freak's way, so you rudding stay outta mine!" He snapped, swinging his head away and stomping off.

Chief watched the krogan disappear into the mess, and heard his footsteps clomp passed into the crew quarters.

"I don't think he likes us," Cortana said thoughtfully.

"Wonder why?" Chief asked dryly.

"Possibly because I hijacked his armour's systems and forced him into saving everyone's life," Cortana supposed. "Though it could be racism."

Chief raised a single eyebrow.

"A.I. is a race!" She defended herself hotly, "ish," she added quietly.

Chief smiled a tiny smile and went to his quarters. He wanted to get some terrible food in him and sleep for a few hours.

* * *

><p>Liara walked through the streets of Omega confidently, much more confidently than she would have a year ago. She liked to think that was because of all of the experiences she'd gone through in the last year, though in truth, it might be more to do with the squad of supersoldiers that tagged along behind her.<p>

"This is Omega, then?" Palmer asked, sounding as though she was looking at something spoiled in the fridge.

"Yes, it is the highest concentration of criminal activity on the galaxy," Liara said absently. She was enjoying the little bubble of space that the presence of the Spartans induced, but the looks being shot at them were a little worrying.

"Is it really necessary we be here?" Palmer asked quietly, keeping a wary eye on their surroundings.

"The Thessian university's curriculum did not feature sneaking past customs," Liara said dryly. "I have an...acquaintance, who is rather knowledgeable about these things," Palmer noted the hesitation in the asari's voice.

"This the kind of acquaintance that tried to shoot you?" She asked.

"Goddess no," Liara said, "She much more likely to use her bare hands."

"Ah," Palmer nodded, "excellent." She glanced over her shoulder. "Eyes wide, Majestic."

"Ooooh you can be sure of that ma'am," Thorne said quietly, his hand resting on the large pistol that he'd liberated from one of those four-eyed aliens and his eyes sweeping constantly around their surroundings. "Ever seen anything like this Grant?" he asked quietly to his partner bringing up the rear.

"Not in mah life," She murmured, her hands twitched to get to the rifle clamped to her back. "Never seen so many aliens in one place before."

"Steady Majestic," Demarco said over his shoulder, "We don't want to start anything." He glanced over at Palmer, "Do we?" he asked under his breath.

"We do not," Palmer said firmly. "Right now our first priority should be establishing a base of operations and reconnecting with the Infinity."

"And do do that you need to be out from under the Shadow Broker's eyes," Liara said, stopping in front of a large building, a deep, rhythmic thrum pound out from inside. "Which means we need her."

"This acquaintance you spoke of?" Madsen asked, "Aria?"

"Correct," Liara said only a little worriedly. She turned to face the others. "Inside, it might be best for me to do the talking, you should just stay close to me." She hesitated for a half moment. "I would also have asked that you try to look intimidating, but you all seem to have that covered fairly well." She smiled briefly and Hoya chuckled. Liara turned back and lead her strange little group straight into Afterlife.

The music pounded on Liara's ears as she walked onto the dance floor, the wide space packed with bodies in various stages of intoxication, most of whom only took notice of the seven when they bounced off hard metal plates or were nudged out of the way by a gentle biotic push.

"This is worse than that place in New Mombasa last time we had shore leave," Madsen said over the radio, nudging Demarco with a slight note of awe in his voice.

"Hopefully, there are fewer knife fights," Demarco shot back.

The group made its way through the dancefloor with relative ease, there were few who wanted to get in their way.

They pushed through the final layers of the crowd, into the narrow band of empty space that separated the dance crowd from those who stayed at the tables that dotted the circumference. Liara stepped up to the grizzled turian guard that stood at the foot of the stairs leading to Aria. When she came close the man's grip on his assault rifle tightened.

"I would like to see Aria," Liara shouted over the sound of the club, very much hoping she seemed more confident than she felt.

The turian's eyes flicked over Liara, then her companions. Liara narrowed her eyes slightly, was that recognition in his eyes? The turian said something quietly into his omni tool, utterly lost in the pounding music.

The turian looked up the stairs for a moment. He nodded and stepped back to lean against the wall casually, jerking his head up the stairs.

"My thanks," Liara said nodding to him. The turian nodded back, straight face.

The seven of them walked up two short flights of stairs to the VIP booth that overlooked the dance floor, eternally occupied by the reigning queen. The booth was ringed with more than a dozen guards, some on the landing below sitting at tables, but most simply stood, watching the group with wary eyes, their hands hovering near weapon grips. As they approached one of the guards opened his omni tool and swept it over each of them.

Aria sat in the center of a broad couch, watching as the group mounted the last set of stairs. "My my," she mused aloud, sweeping one leg over the other. "Haven't we made some interesting friends." Her eyes flicked between the six Spartans behind Liara and Liara saw it again, a flicker of recognition in her eyes. "What would the latest of the great T'sonis want from someone like me?" She asked wryly.

"I have need of your expertise," Liara said. "My companions and I need to enter certain areas outside of official channels, and naturally, I thought of you."

Aria smiled, "I'm flattered," she said. "But why should I help you? I don't seem to need the skills of an archaeologist very often."

"I can pay you," Liara said. "I have to credits."

Aria tapped a finger on her purple lips thoughtfully. "Hmm, you do," she agreed.

Liara hesitated, unsure of what Aria was doing. "I can transfer the credits immedia-"

"No." Aira's face didn't shift from it's thoughtful expression one inch.

"No?" Liara furrowed her brow in confusion. "I have a ship, perhaps I-"

"No." This time, Aira stood, rising to her feet in a single smooth motion.

"What if-"

"**No,**" Aira said firmly, walking up to the group. "You don't have anything I need, little maiden," she said, not even bothering to look at Liara but instead leering at the six seeming statues arrayed behind her. "But they do."

"Do we now?" Palmer said suddenly, making several of the guards jump. "And what would that be?"

Aria stared wide-eyed for a moment. "It seems the Alliance has made some new friends, Commander Shepard," Aria nodded to the Commander. The rest of Majestic traded looks. "Is that Alliance gear, or did you have to buy it from the council?"

Palmer looked at Liara, who gave a tiny shrug and smiled weakly.

"I'm not her," Palmer said flatly. "This armour is UNSC Spartan property." She took a single step closer to Aria, forcing the asari to look up to maintain eye contact, or rather, visor contact. "And I didn't have to buy it."

Aria and Palmer stared at each other in silence for what seemed like a solid hour to Liara. Aria raised her hand, "Stand down," she said easily, every guard in the booth lowered their weapons.

"Smart move," Palmer said. Her smirk was plainly audible. Aria laughed airily.

"My price," Aria said, swaying back to her couch, "is information." She sat gracefully, swinging one leg over the other. "Simply tell me what I wish to know and I will see to it you go anywhere your little hearts desire."

"Very well," Liara said, "What do you want to know?"

"Oh, nothing from you," Aria chuckled, "I want to talk to **her,**" Aria said, her gaze fixed rather pointedly on Palmer. Liara looked back at the spartan. She shrugged and stepped forward.

"What?" She asked bluntly, already finding her dislike for this woman.

"Where are you from?" She asked.

"The UNSC Infinity," Palmer stated flatly.

Aria frowned, "Which is…?"

"A ship."

The Asari sighed, "I suppose you don't need to get anywhere after all," she said tiredly. "You may leave."

Palmer hesitated, she visibly steeled herself and sat slowly on the couch, looking Aria in the eyes. "What do you want to know?" She asked calmly.

"I'll cut through the bullshit then," Aria said with a smirk of her own. "Because I like you." Her eyes flickered between Palmer and the rest of Majestic. "I want to know exactly what your connection is between yourselves and the fugitive known as 'Master Chief'."

* * *

><p>Palmer gasped. "What did you say?" She asked. The woman sitting next to her narrowed her eyes.<p>

"I want to know your connection to this man." She brought up an image on her Omni tool, an image of a man wearing old gen 1 Mjolnir armour, his bright gold visor glinting in the light.

Palmer stared, thankful that her helmet hid her wide-eyed look of astonishment. "How do you know him?" She demanded.

Aria frowned, "I bought some schematics from him…" She said slowly. "He's also the most wanted man in the galaxy," She added, as if it were a small afterthought. "Now how do you know him?"

"He's a-" Palmer hesitated "-colleague, sort of." She didn't sound as though she was totally convinced he was who they said he was, but to coincidence was too great to simply ignore. "He's assumed KIA."

"Well he's not, and he's royally pissed off a spectre," Aria said irritably. "He's bought himself an entire galaxy's worth of trouble with it."

"Forgive my asking," Liara started, "But why do you care?"

Aria shrugged, "I found him fascinating." She said simply. "And his abilities would certainly be useful even considering how much trouble it'd bring with him."

"I doubt he would work for you," Palmer said dryly. "You're not his type."

"Regardless, he is the target of my interest," Aria said leaning towards Palmer slightly. "So why don't you start talking, and I'll let you know when I've heard enough."

Palmer scowled behind her helmet. "Fine," She said, her voice dripping venom. "I might know a few unclassified things to tell you." Palmer gritted her teeth and prepared herself for a wholly unpleasant conversation.

* * *

><p>Captain Thomas Lasky stood at ease at the main entrance to the S-deck, their full compliment of Spartans in formation behind him. He didn't need to look behind him so know a fair number of their faces were not of the happy variety, there were still plenty of old wounds from the human covenant war. Some wounds too deep to heal.<p>

"VIPs are docked and boarding now," Roland said, his avatar flickered into being at a podium next to Thomas.

"I still don't know why we're bringing these things aboard." Master Chief Lowell grumbled under his breath, Lasky affected not to hear.

"We're low on manpower with the commander gone, and besides, he fought with Chief to _end_ the war." Spartan Miller whispered back. "He's a hero."

"Got too many lips to be a damn hero," Lowell said darkly.

Roland lowered his voice so that only Lasky could hear him, "VIP entering S-Deck in 3, 2, 1."

"Ten-hut!" Lasky barked out as the doors to S deck swept open to admit their most recent addition to the crew.

Thel 'Vadam swung his head low to step through the door into S-deck, followed by a handful of elites all in various colours of armour. Thel wore a new iteration of his Arbiter armour. The massive alien stopped to loom over Captain Lasky. "Captain," He bowed his head and pressed his fist to his chest. "It is an honor to be aboard this fine vessel."

"Its an honor to have you." Lasky stuck out his hand to shake. Thel glanced at it before awkwardly dwarfing the human's hand in his own. "I'm very glad you decided to work with us."

"A request from Lord Hood, to strengthen ties between our people," Thel said, "I was saddened to hear of Commander Palmer's disappearance." His voice was a smooth baritone. "She saved my life once, it is a debt I cannot ignore."

"I remember," Lasky said, "This is Master Chief Lowell and Acting Commander Spartan Miller," Lasky waved to the men beside him. "You will be working under Miller during your stay."

"An honor," Thel said, repeating his bow to the other men.

"It is all mine," Spartan Miller said genuinely, replicating the gesture. Chief Lowell nodded wordlessly.

"If you'll follow me, Arbiter, I can show you to your personal quarters."

Thel frowned, maybe, it was hard to tell, but his eyes did narrow. "I was lead to believe we would be serving with the Spartans," He said, looking back to his companions. "Are we to live separately from who we serve with?"

"Can't blame them, old wounds take time to heal," A voice came from behind. A tall man with wavy brown hair and ladened with a heavy looking duffle bag slung over his shoulder marched up the Lasky and sharply came to attention, his bag dripping to the floor, "Spartan Edward Buck, Reporting for duty." He said with a salute.

"Spartan," Lasky saluted, He turned to Thel, "meet your handler and guide for your stay aboard the Infinity."

"Put'er there roomies," Buck reached out with both hands to the assembled elites. "This is gonna be fun."
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* * *

><p>Spartan Gabriel Thorne shifted in his new clothes, easily riding the little bumps of turbulence as their asari made shuttle sped towards the citadel. The cloth felt strange, a far cry from the UNSC issued gear he wore while off duty. He was almost glad he was still wearing his undersuit beneath his clothing so he only felt the strange silky texture at his collar and cuffs.<p>

"What's this stuff made from?" He asked Liara, tugging at the dark blue material. The asari smiled beside him, standing with one hand bracing herself on the ceiling, the shuttles weren't exactly made for spartan kind, his head very nearly brushed the ceiling. She had spent over an hour dressing him to look the part of her servant. An Asari Heiress couldn't have anything but the best.

"It's a kind of silk made on Thessia," Liara said, "It is very expensive, that suit cost more than a good rifle."

"It feels weird."

"I'm afraid you'll have to deal with it," Liara said with a smile, "How are the rest of you?" She asked into her radio.

"Cramped," Palmer grunted

"Packed tight'r than I'd like ta be." Grant sounded a little out of breath

"It's not that bad guys," Madsen said easily

"Speak for yourself Madsen, I'm sharing with Hoya," Demarco said sharply.

"That had better be your sword, Demarco," Hoya threatened.

Their shuttle bumped sharply, they were coming into the Citadel's atmosphere.

"Now remember," Liara turned to Thorne, "you are my servant and I am the enigmatic and reclusive Heiress to a successful eezo mining family on Thessia."

"Got it." Thorne nodded, "Best to add I'll be playing your bodyguard as well, just in case I hit someone," He added with a shrug. The shrug said, 'these things just happen sometimes.'

"Oh, and before we land…" Liara quickly dug into her bag, producing a small container which she opened to reveal a bright, sparkling dust. Without a word she walked up to Thorne and smeared her dust coated thumb across the human's cheekbones and around his eye sockets. She did the same for herself. "Nanomachines that will affect how your face is seen through a camera, should fool facial detection and anyone looking back at the tapes," she explained with a comforting smile.

A booming clong echoed in the shuttle and both Liara and Thorne assume their roles. Liara pulled her face into a haughtily arrogant expression and activated a holographic veil that covered her from scalp to neck. Thorne clasped his hands behind his back and stood at ease, back straight, knees shoulder width apart. His face was blank, but it held an undeniable strength to it. The shuttle's door opened with a whoosh and both of its occupants stepped off with a sureness that came from **knowing** you belonged, or from being a good actor.

They entered a little-used room of the Citadel docks, A tiny spaceport only used for VIP's, The airlock lead out to a spacious room with high, vaulted ceilings. Thorne had to struggle not to look around in awe, it was another far cry from the plainness of UNSC space stations. The architecture reminded him a bit of the Asari ship, lots of curves and soft colours, but there was an undeniable difference, the odd corner here or there. It was a simple room but at the same time lavish, ornate.

The two walked quickly across the room up to the desk clerk, a human that looked like he might be old enough to shave on a regular basis, he looked more surprised than anything else, perhaps he hadn't expected them to actually arrive. "Greetings, Miss A'treya," The young man said, he was half way through a kind of awkward bow before he realized what he was doing and froze, glancing up between Thorne and Liara. He straightened, smoothing his shirt back down and laughing nervously. Liara and Thorne waited wordlessly. Liara somehow managing to look disappointed without a visible face and Thorne assumed the same expression he'd seen on every drill sergeant since basic. "Uh, can I- I mean I need to-" he stammered for nearly a solid minute under their combined gazes before taking a deep breath to calm himself. "May I see your identification?" he asked with a modicum more confidence, which was promptly ruined by adding, "Please?" In uncertain tones.

Liara thrust her omnitool out to Thorne, who smoothly opened his own and waved it to the clerk to display both of their forged Id's on his terminal. The clerk glanced between the two of them and back down to his computer.

"Umm," He hesitated, "I'm going to have to, uh, ask you to remove the- the facial covering, ma'am." His voice became more and more quiet as the sentence went on and Liara seemed to loom over him more and more, to such a degree that Thorne was actually a little unsure that she wasn't going to hurt the little man.

"I'm sorry!" He said, quickly, "But it's protocol." He winced as Liara relaxed, convinced he was putting his very life in peril. Liara affected a shudder of revulsion and her omni tool flashed once and the veil faded, revealing a face that cemented every notion she was trying to portray.

"Miss A'treya does not like her face shown to the public," Thorne added, pitching his voice lower than normal and frowning. "Be quick about this."

"O-of course, sir." The clerk mumbled, jerking his head down and typing furiously. "There," he said, with more than a little relief in his voice, "You're all set." He smiled, a more forced expression could not have been made.

"Good," Thorne waved Liara forward. The veil flashed back into place and the asari stalked forward. "See that our luggage is sent to this address." Thorne said, waving over the information.

"W-will do, sir," the young human stammered.

The two of them carried on to a small platform, directly under a flurry of skycar traffic. The platform gave a sweeping view of the docks below, hundreds of ships came and went, silhouetted by distance against the vivid multicoloured cloud that encompassed the Citadel. As soon as they were out of earshot of the young human Liara giggled. "That was rather fun," she said. " One could almost forget they were on the run from the most dangerous person in the galaxy." They found the end of the platform empty save for a taxi caller. Liara absently keyed the terminal and waited.

"Have you ever considered getting into espionage yourself?" Thorne asked. "You seem to have a talent for it." He tilted his head back towards where the human was no doubt still trying to steady his nerves.

"Oh, I just tried to act like my mother," Liara said with a sad smile. "She was a rather...serious woman."

"Was?"

"She died," Liara said without much emotion, "last year during the Sovereign incident."

"What about your…" He waved his hand in circles, as though trying to waft the correct word into his mouth. "Father?"

"I never knew her," Liara said, "My mother would only say she was another asari."

"I'm sorry," Thorne said, his eyes growing distant, "I know what it's like to lose everyone."

"Then I'm sorry too," Liara said softly, placing a hand on Thorne's back. The pair were interrupted by a descending skycar, they quickly climbed inside and gave the VI driver the correct coordinates. Their journey settling into silence as the skycar sped to their new, temporary home.

The skycar quickly crossed over from the presidium ring to the wards, five great sweeping arms that held the majority of the Citadel's population. "The safe house is in the Bachjret Ward," Liara said, not taking her eyes away from the views sliding past.

"God," Thorne whispered, staring wide-eyed at the view. It was one thing to look down over the thousands of twinkling light of a city, it was quite another to be bathed in the lights of four others from above while you did. It was the most vibrant, amazing sight Thorne had ever seen. A billion lights played across a background of colour, endlessly shifting under the glare of light from beyond the Presidium.

"It is quite the sight isn't it?" Liara mused, "I've been here so often I don't really notice it anymore."

"How can you not notice that?" Thorne said, still slightly awestruck.

"There was an attack here, not too long ago," Liara said, "Sometimes it hard to see anything else but the bad memories." She nodded upwards towards one of the wards where large swaths of the city were dark and some of the buildings were still visibly damaged.

Thorne didn't say anything for the rest of the trip, he simply watched the wards fly by and tried to take in as much information as he could.

The skycar set down on a small platform sticking off the side of a blocky building sitting squat among its neighbours like a giant concrete toad. Liara exited the skycar first, not waiting for Thorne and heading straight to the building. Thorne jogged a few steps to catch up and the doors hissed as they swept open to admit them into their home. Thorne walked through the door and onto a broad balcony that overlooked the lower floor of the building, mostly a single large room set beneath a wide-paned skylight. To the right the balcony descended into stairs to the first floor, and to the left, it followed the wall around to a large, blocky set of rooms that hung over the kitchen.

It was a simple place, not overly elaborate or fancy, the walls were unadorned concrete, without any kind of art or pictures hanging from them. There were only a few windows to admit light, and the furniture in was simple, sturdy and plastic.

"Not bad," Thorne said appreciatively. "Bigger than Majestic's bunk on the infinity, for sure."

"We do have a little more to work with here," Liara said with a hint of dryness in her voice. She walked down the stairs into the main room, her footsteps becoming muffled by the thick carpet set down on the concrete floor. "It's better than a hole in the wall, that is certain," She spun experimentally, enjoying the open space. Thorne looked down at his omni tool as an alert flashed on the back of his hand. "That would be our 'cargo'," she said, nodding to the door they'ed entered from.

Thorne strode out onto the platform to see a automated forklift kind of device maneuver a cluster of three large cylinders into position. When the device released the cluster a low hum permeated the air and the cluster slowed to a halt floating half a foot off the ground.

"Huh," Thorne grunted, "neat." The lifting machine flew off without stopping and Thorne guided the tubes into the door with one hand, like pushing a ball across the water.

The cylinders only took up a small about of space in the bottom floor. Once they were in place Liara waved her omni tool at them, the front of them swung open to reveal four very cramped Spartans and a smug bastard. Hoya, Demarco, Grant and Palmer all but tumbled from their cylinders, fully armoured, groaning and stretching out cramped muscles, quickly putting distance between themselves and their traveling partners. Madsen was considerably more languid about his own debarkation, shaking his arms and legs free from their inactivity and doing a few experimental squats.

"I don't know about you guys but I'm good to go." He said happily, sounding refreshed. "Had a nice little nap in there." He turned to Thorne, "Your armour is way more fun to be around when you're not in it."

"Shut it, Madsen," Palmer grumbled, looking around their new home, "so this is it?" She asked with a tactical curiosity. "Do we have a floor plan?" She asked Thorne.

"Yes ma'am," Thorne nodded to Liara, who waved over copies of the blueprints to everyone.

Palmer tried to access the image, cursing rather fouly when it wouldn't work the way she wanted it to. "Stupid techno bulls-"

"Commander?" Thorne offered, raising his arm and easily opening his omni tool, displaying the image so that the entire fireteam could see it.

"Thank you Spartan," Palmer said curtly. she looked up at the plans. "Looks like we've got two ground floor exits, she spun on her heels to spot the two doors with her own eyes. "And the upper floor skycar platform," she nodded up to the door on the balcony. "Along with a set of windows, here, here and here." Her fingers pointed out the targets on the blueprints, the most problematic being the corner of the main room, one of them having large paneled windows stretching up floor to ceiling. "First things first I want this building secured." The Spartans nodded, scattering wordlessly to complete their tasks.

Liara stayed in the main room, absently exploring as the Spartans worked. She wanted to help, but she knew she would more likely simply be in the way. Fireteam Majestic functioned as a well-oiled machine, it reminded her a little bit of when she, Shepard and Garrus were deployed together. After a few missions, they knew each other well enough that even in the heat of battle there were few words that needed to be said. They simply knew what the other were doing so they could react without stopping to talk about it. It was a comforting feeling of belonging that she missed and envied in the team of humans.

"Clear!" Hoya said from upstairs, poking his head out of the windows that overlooked the main room opposite the skycar door.

"Clear!" Grant shouted from the kitchen. "We'll need t'go get some food, though." She said, opening the barren fridge.

"Clear back here too," Madsen said as he and Demarco returned from checking the back. "One back room and a back door leading to an alley. Might be a good rabbit hole," Demarco said.

"Noted," Palmer said, "we'll clear it once we get settled."

Thorne came in from the front entrance. "The front is pretty open," He reported, "Good place for enemy surveillance or a sharpshooter."

"We'll need a plan for counter surveillance," Palmer ordered. She gripped her helmet, twisting it sharply and pulling it up. "We need to be under the radar here," she said, "So we'll keep two or three people out of armour to blend in, the rest of us will remain armoured at all times."

"Yes ma'am," Majestic barked sharply.

"Thorne, you're pulling first civ duty." Thorne nodded, shrugging in his colourful suit. "Madsen." Palmer barked. "Strip down and scout the area for counter surveillance." I want a list of places and materials before twenty-one-hundred."

"Yes ma'am," Madsen pulled his own helmet off quickly and the rest of Majestic began to help him take off the many plates and layers of armour.

"We're not out of the woods yet, we're only going in deeper from here," Palmer said, lifting her helmet and sealing it with a sharp hiss and click. "Let's get this base of operations going so we can start looking for our man." She stepped forward and started helping with Madsen's chest plate.

Liara watched the Commander's narrow visor worriedly. She knew that look, she'd seen the exact one on Shepard's face a dozen times. It was the look of a woman who would go to unending lengths to complete her goal. It was the look of a woman who would not fail, no matter the cost.

Far across the Citadel, a Turian sat behind a desk in C-sec headquarters. He was typing up a case report with all the vigor of a hanar on opiates. Detective Decian Chellick blinked as an alert popped up on his terminal. He heaved a breath, the incoming air clearing away the cobwebs in his mind, and opened the files. It was a log of Relay use in the terminus, utterly useless in a real investigation, the terminus didn't fall under **any** law jurisdiction, but that's not what it was for. One of the log entries was highlighted, it was logged as a freighter named Oswald, but the mass was exactly within a range that a friend had given him to be on watch for. Chellick had talked to a friend in Relay control who set up a quiet little program to let him know of any ships matching that specified mass used that Relay or any near it.

"Hmmm," Chellick hummed aloud thoughtfully. _Could be it._ He thought to himself. He forwarded the log onward to Garrus without giving it much more thought. It wasn't his case. He had more than enough work to do. He scrubbed his talons over his eye sockets and tried not to fall asleep as he went back to typing up his report.

* * *

><p>Mallus stood next to Chief in the bridge, and stared blankly at the myriad of colours that splashed across the front windows from FTL flight, the turian was wearing his dull brown armour, his helmet in one hand, balanced on his sharp hip and his pistol clamped to his thigh. A tension hung in the air, Mallus had heard some humans call it the calm before the storm, he'd always thought of it as that intense moment of strain just before the bone snapped. The colours were dashed away and the dark black of space was broken by the unending stars, and more obviously by the Mass Relay dominating the vista, it's gyroscopic rings spinning in an almost hypnotic fashion. An image flickered into being inside the holotank, an image of a long ship made of more than a dozen thick, bulky compartments strung together behind a single ship.<p>

"There is is," the big human said, his visor glinting in the LIDAR scan. Their jump had been timed perfectly.

"Time to do to work," Mallus said grimly. "Good flying Walesh," he said as he left the bridge, Chief wordlessly followed. The salarian nodded absently, swiping through various piloting screens. He opened his omni tool as he passed through the mess. "Zo, Janeth, you two in place?" he asked through the radio.

"Right and shiny, Sir." Zo's voice was slightly garbled by the transmission sent through the hull of the ship.

Janeth grunted.

"One grunt means yes, right?" Mallus asked.

"That's affirmative, sir," Zo confirmed dryly.

"Delightful," Mallus said, ducking into the cargo hold. In the center Kalia fussed over a large cylindrical contraption that took up a large portion of the floorspace, It was wrapped in a pair of broad loops and attached to hooks that trailed up to a ceiling-mounted crane. "How fares the work?" He asked loudly from the catwalks.

"Well, it ain't boring!" The young asari shouted back, crawling over the top of the device and around under it, heedless of the new and interesting stains being added to her baggy overalls. She sounding only slightly more than flustered. "I'm still trying to make sure the power source what feeds the pulse ain't gonna overload and kill the whole crew." she poked her head out from under the device, looking up at the Captain with tired eyes.

"Best get it sorted," Mallus said, stepping down the stairs with Chief right behind. "We just hit the Relay system and It'll be needed in a quick manner."

"Cap, I can't say it'll be ready!" Kalia said hotly, wriggling out from under it and standing to meet Mallus, her forehead level with his flat, angular nose.

"It best be." Mallus calmly looked down at his mechanic, "I've a long list of terrible crimes, but kill'n innocent folk ain't one of them." He rubbed his hand over Kalia's scalp fondly. "Not a soul other I'd trust to do it." his voice glowed gently with warmth.

Kalia sighed, "I want a bonus after this," She grumbled darkly, "sumthin with frills, mind you!" She added with an accusatory finger before quickly returning to work, a vibrant edge to her motions that wasn't there before.

"I'll give her a hand," Cortana said, Chief extended his own and a blue spark flashed to Kalia's omnitool, staining the orange a faint, ruddy purple.

"The delivery boy is getting mighty close," Zo said over the radio. "It'd be nice to have that package soon…" she trailed off worriedly.

"Just wrapping it and putting the stamps on," Mallus told her. "You know our little Kalia, doesn't want to mail anything that might explode and kill everybody."

"A bit fussy, isn't she?" Zo agreed dryly.

"Got it!" Kalia shouted out into the hold. She struggled to work her way out from under the device, gladly accepting the hand Chief offered and squeaking slightly as he easily lifted her wholly up off the ground to put her down gently on her feet. "Thanks, Chiefy." She had to crane her neck up sharply to look him in the visor.

"Yeah," Cortana said wryly, "He's the one that saved the day," She zipped back from Kalia's omni tool back into Chief's helmet.

She clapped her hands together and rubbed them gleefully. "Alright, let's get this thing to the mailbox," she said happily, opening her omni tool and pointing at the floor below the device. Cargo doors set into the floor slid open slowly, revealing a pale blue shield protecting the ship's atmosphere from the cold black of space beyond. When the door opened to their fullest the device dropped down, jerking slightly as it's rigging snapped taut.

From Chief's vantage, he could see Zo peek her head over the edge of the cargo hatch, looking up into the ship. "Everything shiny?" She asked over the radio.

"As Mr Chief's visor." Kalia confirmed happily. She used her omni tool to direct the crane, slowly lowering the device down and out of the ship. "One crazy thieving thingdoodle, come'n up." She tilted her head up and to the side for a moment, "Or is it down?"

"Its relative," Zo said flatly, her hand outstretched to catch the package as it left the Repose's artificial gravity.

"Now once you get it set onto the delivery boy you'll just need to pull the strips on the top-bottom there," Kalia said, sounding more like a teacher than anything else. "Just don't get your fingers in the way and you'll be five kinds of fine."

"Got it," Zo said, "Janeth?"

The krogan grunted, once.

"We're good," Zo said, the shadow of laughter behind her voice.

Mallus opened his radio, "Walesh?" He asked, "what's our ETA?"

"I approximate immediately," the salarian said smugly. Mallus looked down through the hatch to see the cargo ship roll into view below. "Window open," Walesh said sharply. "Advise using time wisely, crew knows we are here, have accelerated their normal Relay procedures to try and escape."

"Good plan," Mallus said firmly. "We've got a small window until our plan is busted." His words were directed at Zo and Janeth, who were already on their way down to the train ship, device in tow, their own tethers looping slowly in microgravity as they spooled out more line. From above, it looked like they were completely stationary. If it weren't for the sound of the ceiling crane letting loose more line as they went Mallus would have begun to worry slightly. A tremor shuddered up the cable as the device struck the train's hull.

"Activating the hotstrips," Zo reported. Far below two spots of bright light flared into being, plainly visible even through the atmo shield across the Repose's hatch.

"Keep it steady until the weld starts cooling." Kalia warned, "It'll stabilize quick, but a jostle now could knock it clear."

"Got it," Janeth said shortly.

"That relay is getting some kind of close," Zo said worriedly. "It might be time for leavetaking."

"Give it was much time as you can," Mallus ordered. "We've only got one shot at this and if that ship hits the relay before we're ready you can kiss this job goodbye,"

"Sir," Zo said stiffly. The cables trailing down went slack, Kalia keyed her omni tool and the ceiling crane began to whine mechanically, thick cables coiling back up to their usual resting place.

An uncomfortable silence settled over the crew, with little to do except wait for the welds to cool sufficiently.

"Are all your heists this exciting?" Chief asked dryly after several minutes of quiet.

"Sprits will it." Mallus murmured, his eyes locked down at his crew standing next to the device.

"Captain…" Zo said slowly. Even from above the bright glow of the Relay's center could be seen now, flooding up into the hold and casting harsh shadows on the walls.

"Time to go," Mallus ordered sharply. "Reel yourselves in."

The two shapes on the train ship leapt up off the hull, their tethers snapping taut and jolting them even faster back to the ship. Less than a minute after their feet left the train's hull, a pale blue light enveloped the train ship and a spidery tendril of energy shot out to seize the ship to fling it violently into the black. It was gone in an instant.

"Well," Mallus said happily, dropping heavily onto a low crate, "That went well," he glanced between Chief and Kalia, who had hopped up on a large crate.

"I'm glad things went as planned." Chief said in his usual monotone before nodding to Kalia and walking through the back door towards his quarters.

Mallus and Kalia watched the big human leave. "See, it's weird because he says that like it didn't go perfectly," Mallus said, slightly confused. "I swear by the spirits I'm still not convinced he's not just **hugely** sarcastic all the time." The turian shrugged. The main cargo doors screeched and began to open, admitting both Janeth and Zo. Zo in her dull brown and Janeth in his horrible, horrible eye-jarring monstrosity.

Mallus shook his head to himself as Janeth passed him, wordlessly nodded and heading upstairs to the mess. "Just awful colours," he said in a stage whisper, nodding to Janeth's armour. Kalia snorted quietly into her hand and Janeth growled deep in his throat. He didn't stop, though.

"So what now Cap?" Kalia asked, swinging her legs absently.

"We let the package do its work." Mallus said. He sighed. "And we wait." He swung himself to his feet. "Until then, I believe I shall nap," he declared, suiting his words and heading up to his quarters.

This left Kalia alone in the cargo hold. She swung her legs in the silence and looked around. Her sigh sounded three times louder than it should have. She stayed there and simply basked in having a job finished, a welcome change from her day to day work on the engines. She swore that anything that wasn't broken was halfway-A loud crash echoing up the halls from the engineering section snapped Kalia's head around. She quickly jumped off the crate and dashed down towards the core room, a light smile playing across her lips.

It'd be a very boring ship indeed if nothing needed fixing.

* * *

><p>Shepard sat in her room darkened by the Normandy's night cycle and poured over the trail that Liara had left, which wasn't much of one. Her brow furrowed in the pale orange light of her terminal as she tried to think. Liara had certainly gotten better at hiding her tracks in the last year or so. Shepard would've been happy her teaching had worked so well if it wasn't making finding her a <strong>giant<strong> pain in the ass.

Liara had left the dig site in a hurry. She'd been careful too, dropping a databomb that erased nearly everything. That worried Shepard, who was she running from? Why hadn't she come to the Normandy? The logical part of Shepard's brain knew that there were only two real reasons for that. Either Liara didn't trust some aspect of the Normandy to keep her safe - Shepard managed to keep her natural pessimism from changing, 'the Normandy' to 'Sarah Shepard,' in that thought - Or Liara didn't want to involve her. Perhaps to keep her safe something like that. Shepard couldn't decide which she disliked more. She was more than capable of taking care of herself and her squad, but she hated the idea of Liara not trusting her or her ship.

A soft ding denoted someone requesting access to her quarters. "Enter," Shepard said. The door opened with a soft hiss and Garrus stepped in with a log opened on his omni tool.

"Commander, we got a hit on the Relay network," he said quickly, flipping the image so that she could see it clearly. "A ship matching the Repose's mass was logged using the Relays." He brought up a small map of the galaxy and a broad red line showed the ship's course through the network, passing through nearly a dozen secondary relays instead of a few primaries.

"That looks like someone trying to avoid attention," Shepard noted.

"It does, doesn't it?" Garrus smiled. He might be ex C-sec, but Shepard didn't think Garrus would ever shake the investigator bug. He seemed to enjoy it too much.

For a moment Shepard was torn, she wanted nothing more than to find Liara, but she knew that this was something that she needed to do.

Shepard activated the ship com. "Joker," she barked.

"Yo,"

"Head to these coordinates." She glanced at the galaxy map and copied the location into her omnitool to send it up to the bridge.

"Aye-aye, Ma'am."

Shepard stood sharply and left her room, heading upstairs trailed closely by Garrus. "All ground team personnel meet in the communication room," She ordered into the com, her voice booming on the ship's internal speakers. She barely managed to return the salutes fired at her when she came into the CIC, marching straight into the com room without saying anything. She entered the room and brought up a series of screens on the main view panel, displaying all of the video evidence they had on the mystery target.

One by one the ground team filtered in. Garrus, obviously, was right on her heels. but Ashley and Wrex walked in soon after. Ashley in her deep navy workdress, and Wrex in full combat gear, as usual.

"Whats up?" Wrex rumbled, plopping onto an empty chair, heedless of the loud sounds of protest it made.

"We got a lead on the mystery man we met on Omega," Garrus explained. "We're en route now."

"So we are going to study every move he's made," Shepard said coldly. "We look at every frame until we know exactly how he thinks and what he's going to do before he does."

Wrex and Ashley shared a look.

"I'll get the popcorn," the krogan said, heaving himself up and quickly exiting. He indeed returned with a large bowl of popcorn.

"What's our ETA?" Shepard asked the bridge.

" 'Bout 2 and a half hour, Ma'am," Joker said distractedly. "On our way to the closest really now." The Normandy hummed through and through and reality flinched as the ship was rocketed into FTL speeds.

"Alright," Shepard said, "We've got 2 and a half hours to try and figure out how to fight that." She jerked her thumb behind her and a video started playing. A video showing the green armoured man deflect a rocket with his fist.

"We always get the fun jobs," Wrex said gleefully, digging his hand into the bowl on his lap. Ashley rolled her eyes.

* * *

><p>Ah HA!" Mallus punched the air in exuberance as a small blip popped up on the galaxy man in the bridge.<p>

Behind him Simon looked over at River, she was utterly ignoring her brother, absorbed in the many buttons and switches in the cockpit. Walesh was asleep, and Mallus knew the young woman could handle herself behind the stick. "I assumed it worked?" The doctor ventured.

"It certainly did," Mallus said happily. He recorded the coordinates of the dot and waved it over to the cockpit. "Think you can take us there, little sparrow?" He asked. River didn't say anything, but her hands glowed orange and the Repose hummed as her engines spooled over and the static black through the front windows began to shift into an impossible mosaic.

Simon shifted nervously, he still wasn't wholly comfortable with his younger sister flying the ship, but it was one of the few things that still brought her joy anymore, he couldn't refuse her that. "So what actually just happened?" Simon asked. "And please, dumb it down for the non-criminal mastermind," he added with a smirk.

Mallus raised a brow plate but smiled. "The problem with robbing these trains is their schedule, see if one doesn't make a check in, the company that owns and operated is mighty interested in finding it." He pointed to the galaxy map. "Good thing about these is they're heavy as anything. Using relays they drift something awful. So the package was a complex bit of EMP, drive engine and transmitter. It knocks out the ship, pushes it off course even worse, and emits an encrypted signal that only we can find." He finished his plan with a broad grin. Criminal mastermind indeed.

Simon nodded thoughtfully. "Makes sense I suppose." He shrugged and went back to looking after his sister.

Mallus chuckled and ruffled his talons carefully through River's hair. "See to it she stays not-crazy," He said quietly to Simon before heading out of the bridge and opening his radio. "Zo, Janeth, Chief, rouse yourselves. We've thieving to attend to."

"Got it." Chief's voice responded dully. He sounded out of breath, what did he have to do to sound out of breath? Mallus shuddered to think as he passed through the mess. Janeth was just finishing assembling his favorite shotgun after cleaning it.

"Get dressed," Mallus ordered, "Time to dance." He only stayed in the mess long enough for Janeth to grunt and stand. Mallus' armoured footsteps clattered noisily on the metal grate that made the hallway floor, and when he entered the hold he knew why Chief sounded breathless. Mallus looked down from the catwalks to see Chief standing in the center of the hold though 'standing' wasn't the right word. He was doing a handstand, with one arm, and slowly lowering himself down to nearly touch his elbow to the deck before smoothly raising himself back up straight armed.

"Doesn't that armour make you weigh a tonne?" Mallus asked.

"Half a metric tonne," Cortana said, oddly her voice wasn't coming from Chief's helmet, but a little off to the side. Mallus leaned over the railing and craned his neck to see Kalia and Cortana, the A.I riding on the Asari's shoulder, watching the human exercise. Kalia's cheeks were heated to a deep purple colour that was almost the same colour as her omni tool, it's colour shifted by the A.I.'s presence.

"Little Blue," Mallus nodded to Cortana. "Slightly less little blue." Kalia. "What are you two doing?"

"Hmm?" Kalia asked, coming out of a deep well of thoughts. "What'ya say, Cap?" She asked, a little breathless herself.

"What are you doing?" Mallus repeated himself.

"Nothin' Cap." Kalia said quickly. "Just stretching my legs after fix'in the portside alternator valve what broke a few back," She said without looking up at Mallus. "Being on my knees for the last hours didn't do a lick of good for them.

"I was just watching Chief exercise because it's a pleasant view." Cortana said bluntly from the asari's shoulder. "I was made from a human brain, after all." Her voice was characteristically dry.

"Delightful," Mallus said acidly, "Well show's cancelled, the package did it's work, looking like the delivery boy got a little lost."

Chief smoothly curled his arm under him and rolled back onto his feet, keeping his arm extended for Cortana to jump back to him. "Good thing we brought a map," he said.

Mallus grinned, "just so."

* * *

><p>"Commander Shepard." Engineer Adam's voice was barely audible over the sound of the video playing loudly in the com room. "I think I have something you should see down here."<p>

Shepard scowled, "Is it important to the mission?" She asked sharply.

"I believe so, yes ma'am." Adams sounded sincere.

Shepard sighed and stood. "Keep watching," she told the team, "I want an idea from everybody when I get back," she strode to the door quickly.

"I still think we should offer him a job," Wrex chuckled, eating popcorn hand over fist.

In the engineering department the entire team was circled around the Crybaby, or rather they were encircling the containment unit they'd built for the crybaby. "Commander!" Adams said happily, pulling his hands from the glove stations built into the containment.

"What is it, Adams?" Shepard asked, taking efforts to speak professionally. She would not take her personal frustrations out on her crew members.

"The crybaby is picking up a signal," he said excitedly. "Something out there is sending out a signal it's picking up."

"What's the signal telling it to do?" Shepard asked warily, taking a step back from the device just for safety.

"That's just it, nothing!" Adams grinned widely. "We think that it isn't a signal for the crybaby to use, but it's for a device that uses a similar communication's setup," he opened his omni tool and brought up a series of images displaying complex electronics. "As you know from my report, a huge stumbling block for my team was to find a way to talk to the crybaby's systems, it doesn't use the standard communication wavelengths and in fact some of the waves are actually disguised as other types!" He exclaimed, obviously astounded.

Shepard nodded, trying to look thoughtful. She was pretty sure that report was on her desk, somewhere.

"So once we isolated the frequencies and patterns the crybaby uses to talk, we could really get into it."

"Is there a point to this, Chief?"

"We have a location!" He nearly shouted. "Once the signal activated and since we can listen to it, it was easy to find an exact location." Adams brought up a galaxy map which showed a small red dot, it was off in deep space, well outside any known system or space station.

Shepard's eyes widened, that cluster was at the end of the relay trail Garrus had given her. If they weren't there already they were going to be soon.

"Joker! New destination!" She immediately uploaded the coordinates and smiled. "Thank you, Adams," She said with complete honesty. "I'll be putting your name in for a personal commendation after this." she looked around at the surrounding engineering team, "All of you." She said warmly. She nodded and returned the salute that the team snapped up for her before turning on her heels and heading back up to the comm room, a smile on her face.

She walked up to the vid screens playing the footage of the target and turned to face her team. "Alright," She started. "How do we beat this guy?"
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* * *

><p>Captain Drak B'hesh stared blankly; his didn't see the holographic screens in front of him, flickering and fading in and out of existence. His eyes didn't see the frightened look on the face of his partner and subordinate, lieutenant Vectus, or the darkened Bridge of the cargo shuttle, running on just barely sufficient emergency backup power. His eyes look inward, and they were very, very tired.<p>

The Batarian captain sighed and closed all four eyes, scrubbing a hand down his face, he was getting too old for these. _Should have known this would happen,_ he grumbled internally. He knew that thing wasn't anything he wanted near his ship, but eclipse mercs are hard to argue with. Hells, they even paid the late notice charges.

"Sir?" Vectus asked uncertainly. "Sir, what do we do?" His hand was hovering over his side arm. B'hesh tried not to laugh. He tired to remember how it felt to be young and full of vigor, had he been like that? Ready to lay down his life for some rich bastard's exotic import?

"Kid," B'hesh sat heavily back onto his captain's chair, "We're caught off course, between systems with an EMP strapped to our hull, emergency power will barely power life support and the distress beacon. We're against an unknown number of pirates with an unknown armoury, and we've got two pistols." He spun in the chair idly, his eyes tired and bored. "I can tell you what we're not going to do, get ourselves killed." B'hesh drew his pistol and tossed it onto one of the barely functional command consoles, the holographic screen it sailed through blurred and fizzled like ripples in the pond following the stone.

"You're disarming yourself?" Vectus stared, aghast. "What if the pirates just kill you?" He demanded.

"Then I would say they've wasted their time on a very fancy EMP device designed to immobilize the ship and not kill the crew," B'hesh said dryly. "Hell, it might've been easier to build the thing so that it **would **kill us. No, these folk aren't in the killing for fun business."

"You won't see me toss my weapon," Vectus said sharply. His head snapped over to the airlock as a booming metallic clang echoed through the bridge. His hand shook as he drew his weapon and pointing it at the airlock, tip of his barrel shaking like a leaf in a hurricane. B'hesh chuckled under his breath. He did activate his shield, though, just in case.

Another boom, the interior airlocks from each ship connecting. The holographic button flashed from red to orange, then green. B'hesh sighed, he crossed one leg to rest his ankle on his knee and laced his fingers behind his head, pressing his palms over his ears.

The doors wiped open to admit...nothing.

"Die pirate scum!" Vectus screamed, and nearly a dozen rounds hammered out into the other ship, each one hitting nothing but air and the other side of the pirate's cargo hold. A small shape careened into the bridge, B'hesh snapped his eyes shut and heard Vectus utter a confused, "wha-?" Before the bridge was pounded with a powerful burst of light and sound.

"Spirits above and below!" Vectus howled, rolling on the ground with his hands over his ears and eyes. B'hesh careful cracked his eyelids and experimentally uncovered his ears. There was a slight ringing, but he could heard relatively fine.

Two shapes were ducking through the airlock into the bridge, both were big enough to be a krogan battlemaster, but only one seemed to be. B'hesh's breath caught as he saw a massive creature in green armour he could only assume was human or batarian, though he supposed it could be asari.

The green armoured creature turned to the airlock, "clear," he said. It certainly wasn't asari, not with a voice like that, human then.

"And give'em a kick for putting holes in by boat!" An irate voice shouted.

"No." The human said flatly. He did sweep his foot to send Vectus' weapon skittering across the floor, however.

"Fine," The voice said, revealing itself to be a brown armoured turian as he walked through the airlock accompanied by another turian, a female in nearly identical gear, both of them, like the other two, wore their helmets, fully obscuring their faces. "Lets get to work." He nodded to the female turian, who quickly went to a terminal and hacked into the system faster than B'hesh could login.

"Is your man ok?" The male turian asked, he held a powerful looking pistol easily at his side, plainly not threatened by B'hesh's unarmed state. Though such easiness could have been brought on by the other two men, who still hadn't lowered their weapons.

B'hesh nodded with a smile. "He'll survive, It's his first heist," He added gently. "Didn't see the flashbang coming," he said with a low chuckle.

"It's nice to see them grow up," Mallus said with mock fondness. "I assume we'll have no trouble with you?" He tilted his head to where his pistol lay, across the floor and well away from any itchy fingers.

"This ain't my first, and It won't be my last," B'hesh said with a weary sigh. "You don't seem the kind to kill needlessly, otherwise, you would have just blown the cabin away and collected what you wanted."

Mallus nodded and snapped his pistol to the mag plate on his thigh, "true enough, never been one for needless killing." He said, a glow of respect in his words.

"I appreciate it," B'hesh said with a smirk.

Mallus turned to Zo, "Might want to be hurrying up, there is a timetable to account for."

"There's a lot of stuff." Zo shot back at him, still searching through the compartments.

"You could try looking in compartment zero," B'hesh said, looking upwards to recollect where the eclipse mercs had stored the emergency cargo. "Had a feeling that was no good."

Screens flashed across the hacked terminal and an itemized list of compartment zero's contents wizzed over it. The list halted suddenly and an entry flared brightly.

"Got it." The female turian said with satisfaction. She imput a few more commands and logged out of the terminal. "Package ready for pickup," she said.

B'hesh nodded, grateful that the entire process went without significant violence. "Will you be going now?" He asked politely.

"Not much left to do here," Mallus said. "Do you want it to look good?" He asked. B'hesh nodded reluctantly.

"The home office is starting to get suspicious." He said with a grimace, "better make it two," he tapped a finger on his shoulder, just below the collarbone, and at his thigh, where the muscle was thick and strong.

"Hmmm-no," Vectus mumbled thickly on the floor. "Captain, don't surrender…." The young man's head lolled to the side and his eyes slid closed.

"On three?" Mallus suggested, drawing his pistol and leveling at the batarian. B'hesh nodded and closed his eyes. "One," the turian started, "Two-" Twin gun shots hammered the air inside the cabin and B'hesh fell with a gasp and a grunt, the far too familiar sensation of gunshot wounds exploding in his shoulder and leg.

"Gods!" B'hesh cursed between short bursts of breath and toppled to the deck. He quickly opened his omni tool and opened his medigel dispenser. As the clear gel sank into the holes in his hardsuit B'hesh let out a tightly held breath, his pain fading quickly and the gel doing its job.

"Sorry about that." Mallus said, snapping his pistol back on his leg. "You gonna be alright?"

B'hesh nodded, not trusting his open mouth to any words suited more mixed company. Without any more words, the unusually polite pirate crew filed back into their ship. By the time B'hesh had made it halfway back into his chair the interior and exterior airlocks were sealed and the unknown ship was on it's way.

B'hesh heaved himself the final inches to fall into the chair. With his good arm he checked the still flickering terminal. Compartment zero was vented and unsealed, good thing there had been nothing living in there. B'hesh sealed the doors, not bothering to pressurize the atmosphere, it would be a fun little surprise for the ground crew when they unloaded planetside.

"Huh?!" Vectus jolted up from his resting place on the floor, his eyes wide and searching for the enemy he thought was there. He looked down as his hand passed through air where his sidearm normally lay. "What happened?" He asked, carefully standing and spying his weapon laying on the floor some feet away. "Did we win?" He said, bending to retrieve it.

"Yeah kid," B'hesh said, careful not to move too much. "We won." He tilted his head back and closed his eyes. It would be a while until the beacon reactivated and someone found them. "Keep an eye on the terminals, will ya? I'm gonna take a nap."

* * *

><p>Mallus stepped into the cargo hold of the ISV Quiet Repose with a broad grin, his armoured boot steps echoing metallically. "Smoother than a baby asari." He remarked, opening the radio. "Cargo should be out in the open," He told the bridge.<p>

"Target acquired," Walesh said sharply. "Moving to intercept."

Mallus just smiled broadly and turned to his ground crew. "Well that wasn't so bad, was it?"

Janeth snorted. "Don't see why we need four of us, two woulda worked fine," he grumbled, not waiting for any kind of dismissal before clomping over to the weight rack busying himself with adding more weight.

"Yeah," Cortana shot out. "That was too easy."

"Nothing's ever too easy." Mallus admonished the A.I humorously.

Cortana chuckled, "clearly you've never fought a war."

Mallus' brow plates drew down sharply. his good humor gone. "I've done my share of killing," he said flatly. "I don't know how you live back home, but here there ain't a war. None of this is war, just folk try'n to be folk." Mallus glared up at Chief, his eyes were stark and full of energy. They reminded Chief a little of Johnson's eyes.

"Sorry," Cortana said. Her voice carried a note of embarrassment.

"Well and good," Mallus said easily, walking up and clapping Chief on the shoulder. "What did you think?" he asked, obviously not speaking to Cortana any longer.

"A smooth operation," Chief said with a nod. "Not sure how I feel about stealing." His voice had a small tinge of worried curiosity in it.

"You get used to it." Simon said from the catwalks, sounding amused. Chief, Zo, and Mallus all snapped their eyes up to the doctor, Janeth just chuckled under his breath and as he continued racking weight. "Any injuries?" The doctor asked, leaning to rest crossed forearms on the guardrails.

"No on this ship." Mallus grinned.

"Disconcerting, as usual." Simon replied as he straightened, a separate note of curiosity blended with concern in his voice.

"Appreciate it." Mallus smirked.

"Captain, have found the package, aligning to collect." Walesh's voice crackled slightly over the radio. "Please have the cargo doors opened." Mallus turned to nod at Zo, who didn't have to move to smack her fist onto the door release. The pale blue shield snapped into place and the cargo doors ground open. Exterior light snapped on soundlessly and brought into relief an irregular metal box, floating out in the darkness of space.

"Door's open." Zo said, and the object slowly drifted forward into the hold, clunking down onto the deck once artificial gravity had taken hold. Zo quickly slapped the release again, and the doors slid shut, the blue shield dissipating as the hold was sealed shut.

"Package is secure," Zo said into her radio.

"Understood. Proceeding to rendezvous now," Walesh said.

Mallus looked the object over carefully. It was a long box of some kind, thick, metal and without a single curve on the whole thing. "It isn't asari made," he murmured, tracing a finger down the many angular dips and rises along it's length. Mallus stood. "Let's get it stowed," he ordered loudly.

"Do we not want to know what it is?" Cortana asked.

"No." Mallus said flatly. "We do not." jerked his head at Zo, who opened her omni tool to summon the Mule. A small grav lift that scurried out from a crevice to work itself under the box and push it up into the air. The device almost resembled a spinal cord, with short ribs at regular intervals to lift whatever was on it.

"The floorboards?" Zo asked. Mallus nodded. Zo waved her hand at the floor and the hatch shuddered and opened. Chief watched with fascination as the doors shuddered to a halt halfway to their fully opened position. Carefully Zo positioned the Box down into the hatch, but instead of going down towards open space, she sent it forward, seemingly into the floor. Chief frowned and walked around the hatch to get a better look. The partially opened hatch exposed an open section between the interior and exterior hulls. The doors would block off the opening when fully opened, but as they were now they offered just enough space for Zo to maneuver their new cargo into the space and send the mule back to where it came from.

"Handy," Cortana commented.

"These Firewing birds are notorious for their little hidey holes," Mallus said with a grin. "Popular with smugglers and the like." He hesitated for a half moment. "That's not why I bought her though," He said quickly, "I really just like the way the front bits look." The turian shifted from foot to foot and crossed his arms.

"Of course," Cortana said with understanding dryness.

Mallus cleared his throat forcefully. "Anyway, Walesh, head for the rendezvous, we've got a package to deliver."

"Already underway, Captain," Walesh said sharply. The Reposed hummed warmly under their feet as the engines flared to life and the small ship blazed its way towards the end of a surprisingly uneventful job.

* * *

><p>Shepard stood with her arms crossed over her chest next to Joker, sitting in his pilot's chair, and watched the Quiet Repose slide away from the disabled freighter and through the black. "Commander? What are your orders?" Joker asked, intent on his piloting screens. The powered down ship was drifting silently and the criminal's ship was accelerating. Shepard's jaw flexed as she ground her teeth together.<p>

"Drop and emergency beacon, I want that ship found by rescue crews as soon as possible," she ordered. "But we stay on target."

"Yes Ma'am." Stars seen through the front screens stretched and blurred as the Normandy quickly matched speed to tail them.

"I still think we should have taken them there." She growled, her fingers tightening on her arms.

"It's a better Idea to tail them and see who they're working with." Garrus said from the bridge's doorway and watching the retreating ship and his commander with equal concern.

"I know." Shepard bit off the work more sharply than she meant to. "I just want this over with." Shepard seemed to struggle with her frustrations for a moment, then she closed her eyes. For a long moment she was still and silent, then she pulled in a deep breath and held it. Another pregnant pause filled the bridge, then, as the air rushed out of her lungs, all the tension in her body seemed to flow out of her like water draining from a cracked glass. When her eyes opened once more they were calm and cold as an iced lake. "Keep on them," she ordered Joker, her voice was flat and harsh. "The rest of us will gear up. I would like to be able to move on them the moment we get an opening." She looked at Pressly, The navigator was sitting at one of the auxiliary piloting suites tucked into the corner of the bridge. "Are the countermeasures in effect?"

The blading officer's chair spen to face his commander and he nodded sharply. "Yes ma'am," He said with a salute, "everything is in order. The specifications have been sent to the council and a location is being prepped" The chair swiftly returned and Pressly went back to his work.

"Good." Shepard marched out of the bridge. "I'll be in the armoury."

Garrus and Joker watched Shepard as she left the bridge, her shoulders squared and straight enough for even the most formal parade. "Gah, it's creepy when she does that." Joker said quietly. "I mean, it lets her be a badass and all, but to see it happen?" He shivered slightly and turned back to his screens. "It's like part of her dies."

"She's expressing her control," Garrus said under his breath, "She can't control the rest of the galaxy, the terrible crimes she's seen and faced, so she finds control over herself." Garrus pushed himself up to stand and scratched his scalp, "Its rather impressive really," he said warmly, jerking himself up to stand straight and moving to follow the commander.

"Hey Garrus?" Joker asked without turning around, Garrus hesitated, looking back over his shoulder. "Bring her back safe, I'm not sure any of us would have control without her."

Garrus smiled, his mandibles fluttered, "you have my word." He waved lazily without looking and walked away.

* * *

><p>Spartan Tedra Grant and Dr. Liara T'soni walked arm in arm through the crowded streets of Bachjret ward, looking every bit the lovely couple out for a walk through the ward they were pretending to be. The streets were alive with people and sounds, lights and sounds pounded in the air all around them, above them the sky was a maddening blur or skycars and flying drones. Despite her imposing stature Tedra felt almost small, lost in the crazy quilt of the Citadel's day to day.<p>

"It's quite the place, isn't it?" Liara said from her side, Tedra glanced down at the smaller woman.

"It's nuth'n like Arcadia, that's certain." Tedra said, twisting her head around to look at a group of turians as they passed. "Not used to seeing so many aliens not fighting," She chuckled. "Nor this stupid thing." She kicked the hem of the dress she wore, a dark blue gown with bright rings or orange and yellow and the cuffs and hem. It covered her from neck to wrist to ankle, a necessity to hide the smooth Mjolnir under suit she wore. Commander Palmer didn't want any of them to take it off when they were out of armour. One less thing to have to put on in case of emergencies.

"My apologies," Liara's cheeks carried a faint tinge of blush, "I wasn't sure of preferences when I aquired clothing, there aren't very many human or asari women with your build here." She had to crane her head up to meet eyes with the broad shouldered woman.

"Not many at home either," Tedra sighed, knowingly tired. "I'll tell you now it's a right trick to find a good fitting pair of jeans that don't make me look like a man." She chuckled.

"Are all spartan women…" Liara trailed off as she tried to find the correct wording.

"Built like a brick shithouse?" Tedra offered helpfully.

"Not the wording I would have used," Liara said," But it does get the point across."

"I was 5'10 and 190lbs before the augmentation," Tedra said, raising her hand to the bottom of her neck "`Not quite what you'd call 'hourglass', but in the months spent in Zero-gee recuperation I grew almost a foot and packed on 50 pounds." She grinned, "So yes, we're all like this." She winked and carried on into the crowds, Liara at her side.

The pair forged further into the ward, their movement was largely unrestricted, save for the general slowness of the crowds. It seemed even when out of her armour, most people decided anyone as large as Tedra Grant wasn't worth obstructing. "This list is...extensive," Liara said, opening her omni tool and scrolling through the list. "Is all of this necessary?" She asked. Tedra glanced over from a particularly eye catching sign.

"The food certainly is," She said flatly. "The surveillance tech too. The tools and building materials should help us cut down on armour change time." The spartan looked up at am approaching sign and furrowed her brow. "Will this do?" She asked. Liara looked up. It was a sign for a low quality tech shop, one where you'd find knockoff brands and cheap replicas.

"It should...suffice." Liara said, picking the word carefully.

"Excellent." Tedra marched inside and Liara, still connected to her by the arm, was helpless not to follow.

Inside the small shop was surprisingly bright, a handful of indents in the ceiling gave off plenty of bright light, though the tone of it made everything seem slightly sickly and most of the shelves looked like they hadn't been cleaned or tended to since whatever sat on them had been placed there. _Which, in some cases has been quite a while, _Liara noted as she picked up a basket, spying an ancient omni-glove, the technology that precluded the modern omni tool by fifty years. The rest of the store was populated by a scattered handful of other patrons and an elderly turian who sat behind the counter, his plates were a rusty bone colour and his mandibles looked brittle. Tedra and Liara quickly separated and began to scan the shelves, looking for anything that would serve to fill the list. Half a dozen small cameras and domestic standard motion sensors were collected as well as a number of other devices that seemed to fit Madsen's desires.

"Anything else we can get here?" Tedra asked, opening her own omni tool and flicking through the list. She tapped on the items they'd already found and they dimmed. Liara set down the basket and opened hers, scrolling down to see a handful of the subjects darkened out.

"Not here," Liara said after a quick inspection. "Most of whatever else we need will be found elsewhere."

"Great," Tedra said picking up the basket. They both headed for the back of the shop, to the counter.

When they got there, a small group of teenagers were standing in front of the counter. They were a collection of humans and turians, and even an asari tucked in the center of the group.

"C'mon, old man, can't you **cut** me a deal?" A boy in front asked, patting the breast pocket of coat with a smirk in his voice.

"Son, If I sell it any cheaper I won't be making a cred on it." The old man said stubbornly.

"I fail to see how that's my problem." The lead boy growled, his hand crept inside of his coat. "See I've only got fifty creds on me, and I **really** want this." He pushed his intended purchase across the counter, opening his coat to show the shopkeeper something. "So If you don't mind, I'd like a discount."

"Is this what I think it is?" Tedra asked Liara under her breath.

"I believe so, yes." Liara whispered.

"Huh," Tedra huffed and thought for a moment. "Alright," She said, raising her voice. "You're gonna stop that." The spartan ordered, a basketful of electronics in her hand and kicking out a foot which had gotten caught on her dress' hem.

The group of younglings all turned to face her, looks of surprise and disbelief on their faces turning to scorn and derision when they saw just who had spoken. "Wow," the young Asari said mockingly, looking at Tedra and Liara standing together. "Part of me didn't believe us and Krogans could mate, but evidence is evidence." She smirked fouly and the group around her laughed under their breaths.

"You two want to back off," The boy who'd been threatening the shopkeeper ordered. "You don't want to mess with the Duct Vipers."

Behind him another of the group cheered, "yeah, Duct Vipers rule!"

"The Duct Vipers?" Liara asked disbelievingly. "Is that some sort of Gang?" She leaned over to look at the aging turian behind the counter. "Have these children been harassing you?" The old man crossed his arms and nodded.

"Whenever I call C-sec they just disappear back into the ducts." He grumbled. "They ain't got the time to deal with these kids."

"We're not kids!" The asari shouted. " We're the Duct Vipers, I've lived in these ducts for nearly 40 years, I'm almost as old as you are, old man," she snapped back.

The man shrugged. "You're blue, don't count."

"Wait, you've been here for forty years? How old are you?" Tedra asked.

"I'm 57," The young girl said haughtily.

Tedra looked between the young girl and Liara with a bewildered look in her eyes. "How old are you then?" She asked her companion.

"Only 107," she said wryly.

Tedra looked off into space for a moment, processing this new information. She shook her head and returned to the situation. "Well either way I'm not letting you get your way with the old man." She warned. "Best run off." She jerked her head towards the shop's open door.

The group trade a series of looks between them, then the threatener boy stepped to the front of the group. "And what if we don't?" He asked, his arms crossed over his chest and some kind of blade held easily in his right hand. It looked like a standard issue combat knife and it had obviously seen its fair share of action. The blade was scuffed and scratched, but the edge looked sharp, well maintained.

"Then I'll make ye." Tedra said flatly. She put her own basket down and crossed the distance between them in two solid steps. The boy with the knife had to look up even more sharply than Liara, and he was considerably more thin to boot.

"You think you can take us all?" The asari asked arrogantly. Her eyes flared a bright blue.

Tedra bent down to look eye to eye with the group. "What? You think I got this close to hug ye?" She asked.

It was over in a moment.

Tedra bent down to check the unconscious children's vitals, peeling back eyelids to check pupil reaction and pressing her fingers to their necks. "Good," she whispered, no one was killed, though they'd all be sore for the next few weeks. One of them wasn't out cold, the boy with the knife looked up in terror as Tedra checked them over. When she came to him she stopped, picking up the knife where it'd been tossed in the scuffle. "This has been cared for." She said, pointedly not making it a question. The boy nodded, his eyes wide and unblinking. "I won't ask for the story, but you care about this knife," She flipped it over to hand it to the boy hilt first. "Wherever it came from, ask yourself if hold'n up storeowners for an omni tool upgrade is what this should be used for." The boy slowly wrapped his fingers around the hilt and watched as Tedra stood up and pushed her basket across the counter.

When Liara opened her omnitool to pay the shopkeeper shook his head. "It's on the house," He said. "It's worth it, seeing those kid put in their place"

"It ain't an easy place to be," Tedra said, nodding her thanks to the turian and collecting her purchases. She leaned in close, "Might be less likely t'rob you if one of 'em is working here. Just a thought." She stepped over the still unconscious children and walked out into the street.

"Are you alright?" Liara asked, catching up with Tedra. "That wasn't an average shopping trip." She thought for a moment. "At least I hope it wasn't," she added worryingly.

"I'm fine," Tedra smiled, "Spartans are a tough sort."

"I've noticed," Liara said dryly. She looked around for a moment. Spotting what she was looking for she lead Tedra to a small pedestal near the wall, set between a noodle bar and a some kind of clothing store.

"What's this?" Tedra asked. Liara opened her omni tool and accessed the pedestal, inputting a series of commands.

"It's a drone delivery system," Liara said, a small flying machine emerged from the madness above and hovered over the pedestal. "We won't have to carry these bags for the entire trip. And the rest can begin to work with what we've got."

Tedra nodding approvingly. "Alright," she said, opening the list again. "Where we gonna find steel and work tools?" She asked and began searching the streets of Backrest again, arm in arm with Liara.

* * *

><p>Thorne looked up as the front door opened, fully clad in spartan armour with his helmet on the kitchen table. He'd been exploring the kitchen; everything needed make anything you wanted was here, except the food itself. In the next room over Demarco and Palmer were putting together a pair of armour racks to hang their gear when they weren't in it, and to make assembling onto one of them easier. Madsen was outside, wearing the suit Thorn had been and setting up a surveillance network with the cameras that'd been delivered earlier. Grant and Dr. T'soni rounded the corner into the kitchen, each carrying a large bag of food.<p>

"Finally." Thorne said. "What'd you get?"

"Whatever we wanted," Grant said with a chuckle. "This place's got more variety than a New Mombasa bazaar." She dropped her bags onto the kitchen table and it's contents spill out across it. Half of it looked completely alien to Thorne, but the rest was startlingly the same as home. Comfortingly so.

"Tell me you got garlic," Thorne said, "Can't make anything good without garlic."

"Oh, can you cook Spartan Thorne?" Liara asked, mildly interested. "I admit I've never had much human cooking outside of military rations." She smiled. "My partner is not what one would call culinary inclined." Palmer coughed in from the other room.

"Grew up with a big family." Thorne replied, sifting through the supplies and finding a place for them in the kitchen. "I helped mom with a lot of the cooking until I enlisted and shipped out." He looked at a box of dried asari fruit. "I've always like it." The box went into a cupboard with most other things he couldn't identify

"You should hear him complain at the mess." Palmer said dryly, stepping in from the other room, her helmet braced against her hip. "You'd think he wanted to be deployed as a combat cook." She smirked and set her helmet down on the counter.

"That's what I put down on my enlistment form," Thorne shrugged and smirked, putting a bundle of what appeared to be green onions in the fridge. "No idea why they'd think I'd make a better spartan than a cook." An errant fruit rolled across the table and teetered over the side. In an instant Thorne had dashed to the table and seized the fruit before it touched the floor. He brushed off a bit of dust from the fruit's skin and tossed it blindly over his shoulder and into a small basket sitting on the kitchen counter, over a dozen feet away.

"Quite the mystery," Liara said dryly. A light chuckle rippled around the room.

"You laugh now, but just wait until you're eating MREs and nutrient paste again." Thorne brandished a chef's knife over a cutting board surrounded by vegetables. "You'll miss it when it's gone." The room filled with the rapid fire tocks of metal striking wood as Thorne began to chop. "Now if you're not helping, get out." He pointed to the central room. Palmer, Liara, and Grant walked out into the main room, the dark concrete of the floors and walls illuminated by a pale light coming in from the skylight. Liara headed for a broad grey couch facing the kitchen and sat. They were soon joined by an armoured Demarco helmet and all.

Demarco looked at Grant up and down for a moment, as if confused by her clothing. "Huh," he grunted and moved on without saying anything. He sat carefully on a plush armchair directly opposite Liara's couch, the chair groan in near violent protest.

"Alright," Palmer started, "While we wait we should be scanning as much as we can for Chief." She opened her omnitool and began to search, sitting cross legged on the thick white carpet that covered the floor between Liara's and Demarco's seats, plainly not trusting the furniture.

"Are we sure it's him?" Demarco said, removing his helmet and opening his own omni tool. "I mean, how would have he even gotten here?"

"Reports of the Shield world say that the Dawn broke apart while going through an unstable Forerunner portal." Grant said from where she'd flopped down on the couch facing Demarco. She opened her own omni tool. "No telling what could happen when you're dealing with Forerunner tech. Twice so if it's broken."

"Who is this person?" Liara asked, looking between her spartan companions. "He must be important, to prioritize his location so much"

The group was silent for a long moment, everyone seemed to be trying to gather the correct words.

"Master Chief Petty-Officer Sierra-117, is one of the most decorated human soldiers in the history of human warfare." Palmer said. "He's a Hero of the Covenant wars and to all humanity. Without him our entire universe would be gone." She clasped her hands together, looking down at the "He was presumed dead after his final mission, but it appears he was transported here somehow."

"Seirra-117?" Liara asked, tilting her head to the side like a curious bird. "What kind of name is that?"

"A Spartan name." Thorne said stepping out from the kitchen, he had a towel thrown over one shoulder and was kneading whatever was in a bowl tucked in the crook of his arm. "We're Spartan IVs, Chief is a Spartan II."

"What's the difference?" Liara looked back at Palmer.

"A lot of it is classified, but the Spartan II project was started just before the war with the Covenant, a program meant to make the best of humanity even better, no matter the cost." Palmer sighed, "many people think the only reason we won the war was because of the Spartan IIs, Master Chief in particular." She had a grim look, like someone remembering a old, painful memory. Liara looked at Demarco sitting on his chair and Tedra sitting next to her on the couch, both wore an identical expressions.

"One man made that much of a difference?" Liara asked. She sounded a little skeptical, but deep down she knew exactly the kind of effect one person could have on a situation much bigger than themselves, if it was the right person.

"The Covies called him 'Demon'," Demarco said, crossing his arms. "And for good reason. The only UNSC medal he doesn't have is the Prisoner of War medal." He looked from Liara to Palmer and back again. "The list of suicide missions he's come back from is longer than most soldier's deployment records."

"And for some reason, he's in our world." Liara said thoughtfully, "and wanted by the alliance and the council."

"What are his crimes?" Palmer asked, looking up from her omni tool which had somehow found its way on a children's extranet site explaining how stars work. Liara brought up her omni tool and quickly found the public bulletin for Chief.

"It says here that he is wanted for possession of a dangerous fully sentient A.I." Liara read aloud. She flicked through the various articles that had popped up around him, a few videos and even a full length interview of a now ex mercenary who had tangled with him. "Nothing else. Not assaulting a council official or any other sort of attack."

The gathered spartans all shared a look. "Cortana." They said as one.

"What's a Cortana?" Liara asked.

"Spartan's armour is capable of integrating a fully capable smart A.I." Palmer said, "The kind they usually put in ships or research facilities. Chief was ordered to guard an A.I named Cortana, she had a lot of Covenant and UNSC secrets that we couldn't risk falling into the wrong hands. If Chief is here, you can bet Cortana is too, and…" Palmer did some quick math in her head. "She's probably going rampant by know. Which is why she's dangerous."

"I'm sorry, can be go back a step?" Liara asked. "You can house a fully sentient A.I inside your suit?"

"Yes." Palmer said as though it were absolutely normal, which, of course, to her it was. Liara shook her head in bewilderment.

"That's impossible, A.I storage take hundred of square feet at a minimum." Liara said stubbornly. There's no way these people could just carry around Sentient synthetic lifeforms… Liara glanced between the three spartans. "Really?" She asked, awestruck.

"To be fair it's the most expensive part of the armour," Demarco said, almost sounding apologetic. "Just that one part is 80% of the cost."

Palmer grunted, "Not to mention that there aren't nearly enough smart A.I to give to every soldier. Nor would it be safe, having that many A.I around to go rampant?" She shook her head. "It'd be a nightmare."

Another term she didn't know, Liara wished she had some kind of codex of their world. "I'm sorry, you've used that term before, what is going Rampant?" Liara asked.

"A.I, go crazy." Demarco said flatly, "then it has to be destroyed." Liara blinked, thrown off by Demarco's nonchalance. Insane are one of the most dangerous things to be fought in a world as interconnected as theirs. To refer to such a thing so flippantly is either sign or immense capability or simply ignorance; and even after seeing these men and women in action she had a hard time believing it was the former, considering her experience with Sovereign. _Of course they don't know about the Reapers_, Liara reminded herself.

"And this Cortana is going Rampant?" Liara removed herself from her thoughts, looking between Demarco, Tedra and Palmer. "So why hasn't Chief destroyed her? If it's so common?"

"I don't think Chief see that as an option," Palmer said, "Some of the stories of him in the war...He doesn't like to leave **anyone** behind." Her voice carried a note of pride and awe.

"You hear the one of him on Circinius IV?" Demarco asked, sounding far more like an overawed fan than a grizzled supersoldier.

Tedra smiled broadly, immersed in her own memories of the great soldier. "I heard he punched a hunter in the face with a plasma grenade," she said animatedly. Like a sports fan recounting the greatest plays of their favourite athlete Tedra and Demarco traded tales of this Master Chief, each one trying to outdo the other by telling more and more inspiring stories.

The front door opened to admit a slightly disgruntled looking Madsen in a thoroughly dirtied suit. The dark fabric was wrinkled and smudged with something that **everybody** hoped was dirt. "Don't worry," Madsen said, waving his hand reassuringly. "Its dirt." He sniffed the air. "Mostly." He didn't bother kicking off his shoes before marching in and collapsing on the unused chair, a long ottoman sitting oppisite Palmer. He sprawled out across it with his head sagging over the edge, looked upside down and Tedra and Liara. After a long moment of breathing his brow furrowed in confusion. "Grant," He said slowly. "What the hell are you wearing?"

"Well I couldn't go shopping in my armour now, could I?" She said defensively, running a hand over the fabric to smooth out the wrinkles that really weren't there. "Not my fault you had to deal with handmedowns. Besides," she said, a hint of pink at her cheeks. "I'm starting to like it."

"Why were you shopping? Madsen asked. "And why couldn't Thorne go? He's already her butler," He jerked his head at Liara.

"Thorne couldn't go because you needed the suit to go outside." Palmer said sharply.

"Yeah," Thorne said defensively. "Also I'm her assistant, not her butler."

"Ok," Madsen said thoughtfully. "Doesn't answer the original question." He looked up expectantly at Tedra, who quickly raised her hands in defeat.

"I didn't buy it, she did," Tedra jerked a thumb over at Liara. The asari shrugged, looking very much confused by the whole exchange.

"I only know Asari tailors." She said defensively. "If knew human tailors, you'd get human clothes."

Madsen shrugged, plainly too tired to do anything else. "Eh, fair enough."

A flash on the back of Liara's hand caught her attention, a notification. Liara opened her omni tool and it hyperlinked to an extranet article. The article was titled: BREAKING NEWS - Specter Commander Shepard battles unknown A.I enemy! Click inside for details!

Liara looked up from her omni tool at her companions. She keyed a button and the image flipped to show them. "Looks like your friend has already been found." Liara said faintly.

* * *

><p>Master Chief stood, back straight and arms crossed in the bridge of the Quiet Repose. Through the windows he could see their rendezvous swiftly grow closer, a small moon orbiting a gas giant, it barely ranked among habitable even with the extensive facilities that spiderwebbed across its rocky surface.<p>

"It's a mining colony," Zo said, standing behind the pilot's chair with one hand resting easily on Walesh's shoulder. "Or at least it was, back when there was something to mine, it's mostly abandoned now."

"Indeed," Walesh said, bobbing his head, "Creates an ideal location for clandestine meetings." As the planetoid grew the engines hummed more powerfully, permitting the ship with a gentle vibration as they decelerated.

"You there," A voice on the short range radio asked, "did you bring any food? We're starving."

"Sure did," Zo leaned over the pilot to answer into the consoles, "special delivery from the Matriarch." The line was quiet for a time.

"Dock here, and we'll get this over with." The voice replied, now sounding decidedly less friendly. A tiny blip popped up on the screens, indicating where the Repose was to dock and the channel disconnected without another word.

"My," Mallus said from the doorway, the turian was fully armoured save for his helmet and had his pistol clamped to his thigh, as well as another weapon, an smg of some kind, it looked. "don't they sound friendly?" He jerked his head for Chief and Zo to follow and set out at a hurried walk. "Come along, all. Places to see, illegally acquired mystery goods to hand off to unknown and dangerous crime-folk." Mallus' voice quickly faded and Zo chuckled, bending down for a quick peck from Walesh before following Chief out, taking a sharp right into her quarters. Chief strode through the galley and out onto the hold's catwalks. His mind was occupied with their recent escapades. He was still unsure how this theft felt to him, and if he could justify it to himself. He had been apart of many operations during the war that would certainly be classed as illegal in a peaceful setting, but he was no longer in a war. Mallus' words had stuck in his mind on that. The bare metal stairs leading down to the lower floor of the hold rattled alarmingly under him, but they had yet to break under him so Chief gave them little thought. He did let his feet fall a little more softly that he normally would, however, no sense baiting chance.

Mallus was standing in full armour before the floor hatch, frowning at the floor just above where their bounty was stored. "Doesn't this seem too easy?" He asked absently as the Chief joined him.

"I don't know if you know this, Mallus, but high ranking military soldiers tend to be a little light on criminal experience." Cortana said dryly. The turian made an expression that was halfway between a chuckle and a sigh.

"Alright then," He said, turning to face them with a grim look on his face. "This was too easy. Even with a forged ID, someone is smart enough to look out for our mass. We should have had an Alliance or a Hierarchy patrol on us inside an hour. But this has been quiet sailing." His brow plate shifted down in a frown of sorts. Chief still had some difficulty reading alien expressions. "When we go down there I want you two to be on alert. Little Blue, if you see anything even close to worrisome you hack into it and take control. I don't want a whisper of trouble on this job." His frown deepened. "Nisaca does not take failure well, best we just get this business behind us."

"Sure thing Mal." Cortana said, Mallus could almost hear the over exaggerated salute in her words.

"That's **Mallus**," Mallus retorted sharply, before quietly adding, "only person to call me Mal is long gone." And with that he was busying himself with extracting the hidden cargo, looking up and concentrating as he controlled the ceiling crane with his omni tool and displaying significantly less skill at it than Kalia had shown

"Yeesh," Cortana said into Chief's helmet, "Touched a nerve there, I guess." Chief didn't say anything, he could hardly comment on being sensitive about one's name, considering his was more highly classified than the average missile launch code.

"Preparing to dock," Walesh's warning came over the ship-wide PA and soon after a tremor flowed through the ship as the ship was secured to the dock coupling. Mallus opened the hatch and, with more luck than anything else, managed to maneuver the strange cargo back out of the hidden compartment and into the hold. Chief looked over the long metallic crate with an impartial eye. "Do you know what it is?" He asked.

"No," Mallus said rather cooly, "and I won't be trying to find out." The crate drifted across the hold's floor, floating on the spine-like mule. "Its best to not know, makes things...easier." He finished with the quiet tone of remembered experience.

Chief narrowed his eyes behind his visor, He hadn't thought Mallus would be so apt to crime, he'd seemed more like the soldier Chief was when they'd first met. Now, after being complicit in what was likely some version of a federal crime, Chief began to have second thoughts.

The cargo doors grinding open interrupted Chief's thoughts, they slid open to show an airlock that looked like it hadn't seen repair and maintenance in half a decade, at least.

"Rendezvous is further into the station," Zo's voice echoed in the hold as she marched out across the catwalks. She was geared up in full armour and carried her small pale shotgun on her back and a pair of pistols clamped to her thighs. "Clock is ticking, let's get this done with. Me and Chief on point with Mallus piloting the mule." She took the stairs down two at a time, the loud rattle rang tinny in the hold, and brushed past Mallus, jerking her head a Chief for him to join her. Chief glanced at Mallus who shrugged.

"She's in charge, client's orders." He said with a small smile. He seemed to be enjoying not being in charge. He did drum his fingers absently on the butt of his pistol, however, and a flicker of...something darkened his face for a moment before he realized it was there and smoothed his expression. This repeated again and again as Chief noticed until Zo set off into the airlock and duty pulled him along with her.

"He doesn't like the feel of this," Cortana said quietly as they passed into the airlock and the doors slid closed behind them. "And I'm not sure I disagree. Let's keep on our toes."

"Agreed," Chief said with his speakers off. The other side of the airlock opened to show a darkened concrete hallway and Chief matched step with Zo, Mallus trailed behind with the cargo in tow.

The station was, to put it lightly, in utter and complete disrepair. Most of the lights were either dead or had been smashed out, the remains of their glass casings crunching underfoot seemed twice as loud as it should have, the rest of the station seemed deathly quiet. Most doors they passed were broken, frozen in place, one was repeatedly trying to close, only getting halfway before it reversed course and slid back then trying to close all over again. Chief glanced down as they passed to see a toppled bookcase, a heavy thing of metal and ceramics, had fallen and blocked the door's path. He sent it skittering across the floor with an absent kick. The screeching sound of the bookcase sliding across the floor and slamming into the far wall seemed ten times louder than it should have in the abandoned station

"Spirits!" Mallus swore, hand to his chest. "We've got a defibrillator in the medbay if you're aiming to give me a heart attack."

Chief continued on, one step behind Zo.

After a few silent moments of walking, only the gentle hum of the mule and the crunch of glass underfoot, the trio came to a large room, some kind of control room for the transport sector of the station. High ceilings and rows of terminals overlooked sweeping windows that showed a view of what once were the busiest docking ports of the station and the planet the moon orbited. Broad streaks of orange and red swirled gently over it's surface, their apparent calmness an illusion of great distance. On the other side of the room, standing in the threshold of a broad, open doorway stood a group of four men, all of them held weapons in their hands and wore the blue and white armour of the Blue Suns Mercenary group. Two batarians, a turian and a human watched Zo enter the room warily, their visors snapping back for a double take and inching up to look Chief in the eye as he followed closely behind Zo then snapping down again as Mallus brought up the rear.

"Bring the package over to us." The turian shouted. The other three shifted from foot to foot and secure the grips on their weapons.

"That sounds like a grand way to lose one of my men," Zo shouted back dryly. "We both send one to the center. Make the trade and be gone from this bit of rock." It was a suggestion, technically, but a suggestion given with the stern bluntness of a seasoned veteran ordering a green blooded recruit. One of the batarians leaned in to talk to the turian quietly. Zo leaned back herself. "Turian's the leader," She murmured to Chief and Mallus. Chief nodded, he was already planning the easiest way to close on the Suns, where his physical advantages would win out.

"Fair enough," The mercenary leader shouted, "But not the green one, the other turian." The human standing behind him shuffled nervously and flexed his hands on his rifle's grip and stock. His eyes behind the holographic visor that extended over them were wide and fixated on Chief.

"Looks like your reputation precedes you." Mallus chuckled as he shouldered past his crewmates, the cargo humming along behind him. He slipped into one of the narrow rows of clear space that separated each column of computers, the mule had to elevate itself to waist height, going over the terminals that it wouldn't be able to fit beside. The merc leader looked back quickly to his men, the two batarians traded quick looks before shoving the human forward roughly. He stumbled for several steps, nearly falling before he caught his balance and looked back. The turian waving him ahead impatiently. His shoulders hunched, the human continued forward to meet Mallus at the center of the room.

Mallus was already waiting for him, one hand resting on his pistol still on his leg and the other wreathed in bright orange, controlling the mule.

"First job?" Mallus asked conversationally as the near shaking human drew near. "Or…" He leaned to the side to follow the merc's eyes. "Did you see the vids?" The human nodded, still doing a very convincing impression of a wide eyed earth bird, Simon showed Mallus a picture once, the thing couldn't move it's eyes so it could swivel it's neck all the way around. Mallus chuckled lowly at the thought. He drew the human close. "Now let's do this as gentlemen, He said, "Because big man there hasn't seen much action since those vids and as a fair warning, the man's looking to kill some folk." The young merc's hands shook visibly as he extended his arm and a gravity trailer of his own scuttled off his back and set itself up before the cargo. The mule tilted its back end up and the big metal box slowly slid forward onto the merc's device, after a short moment the cargo had changed hands. The two groups each waited for the other to leave, neither trusting the other to turn their back on them.

"We'd all appreciate it." Mallus started. "If you four'd take your ill gotten good and get gone." He rested his hand very pointedly on his pistol grip. "Just to keep things all kinds of civil, you see."

The turian leader stared at Mallus and Zo, his face hidden behind the narrow visor of his helmet. He seemed on the razor's edge of saying something when an arrogant voice shattered the quiet.

"Actually, I'd really rather none of you go anywhere." The Mercs and the crew of the Repose both searched wildly for a second before a patch of darkness near the back of the room shimmered and resolved into the shape of a black armoured woman holding a heavy sniper rifle, a bright 'N7' emblazoned on her chest. "It just makes the whole thing go easier, wouldn't you think?"

* * *

><p>Chief's weapon snapped up at Shepard, he recognised the voice, then swiveled to the Blue Suns. Zo had followed suit, her shotgun barrel trading targets between the new woman and the mercs on the other side of the room.<p>

"I knew this job was all kinds of twisted." Malles' voice hissed over the private radio. "Knew it."

"Cortana?" Chief asked. He knew he could take the spectre in a fight, but as it was he had broken enough galactic laws, he'd rather keep casualties to a minimum.

"I...I can't," She said. "I mean there's nothing there to hack, it's like she doesn't exist. No information coming or going from her suit at all."

"Mallus?" Chief said.

"They're prepared for her," He growled, "can't hack something you can't access."

"Sir, we need to leave." Zo said urgently. "If the spectre is around her ship is too and the Repose can't stand up to it, not face to face."

"Agreed, options?"

"I've got 3 flashbangs," Zo said, "I say we get the suns to fight the spectre."

"Chief?"

"Sounds good to us," Cortana said, she sounded frustrated. "I can't see their ship either, I don't think I'll be much help here guys."

"Keep looking for something, little blue, this station has plenty of things that are hackable." Mallus kept his pistol trained on the Blue Suns. "I'm going to try something," He whispered, then raised his voice. "Should have known the Suns would double cross us." He accused, the Leader snapped his assault rifle back to Mallus.

"Suns didn't do this," he spat. "Sounds more like lowlife scavs to me." He seemed totally uncaring that he was also aiming at one of his subordinates. The young human's eyes darted about wildly, even wider than before, and the barrel of his weapon shook like a leaf in a hurricane, the motion creating an audible rattle at his hands and shoulders where the ceramic plates of his armour met his weapon. "Get back here," the turian snapped at the human. He'd taken a single step and shepard brought her own weapon up to bear, alarmingly fast considering the size of the sniper rifle.

"I just said not to move. Didn't I?" She said sharply. The visor in her helmet seemed to give off an aura of icy vehemence. A small part of Chief was impressed by her, she definitely wasn't a normal opponent.

"Look lady," The turian said, his voice dripping in condescension, "We're in the middle of a business transaction, and even if you are a spectre, you're still a little outnumbered here."

Shepard lowered her sniper a fraction of an inch. "Oh?" Chief could hear the single raised eyebrow.

"Ye-" his retort was cut short as a pale explosion of force was driven into his back, slamming him face first onto the metal floor and a dark blue blur sped out from the darkness behind to deliver a blinding series of jabs and kicks to the remaining two mercs. The batarians went down hard and fast before the leader could do more than shake his head. Blinking to clear the spots from his vision the leader pushed himself up on his hands and looked around to see the barrel of an assault rifle staring him in the face. It's owner grinned, showing rows of sharp, spiny teeth. "So who needs their ass kicked now?" He asked, looking up at Shepard.

Chief was again mildly impressed, for an unaugmented, he was a skilled fighter. Memory tickled at the back of his head. Last time they had met there was another, a krogan. Chief glanced down at his tracker to see a fat red dot speed towards him from behind. Chief pivoted smoothly on one heel and Wrex hurtled past him, slamming head first into the long column of terminals and leaving a considerable dent in the metal casing.

"Heh," Wrex grunted as he wrenched his skull plates from the terminals. "Knew you wouldn't get caught" He turned his head to fix Chief with a wide scarlet eye.

"I'm not getting any signals from any of them." Cortana growled frustratedly. "Best I can do now is to optimize everyone's systems." A low hum permeated Chief's helmet and Mallus' and Zo's omnitools flared with a faint blue tinge.

Shepard had been calmly surveying the scene until Wrex had made his appearance, and as if the sound of Wrex striking the terminals were the gunshot start to some great race, the room exploded into violence.

Garrus collapsed his weapon and sprinted towards Mallus, the few shots Mallus managed to fire off were eaten by his shield as the two turians came into hand to hand combat and began to trade furious blows.

Zo tossed a flashbang up at shepard and unloaded a handful of rounds at the krogan while he charged at Chief. The krogan seemed to ignore the shotgun blasts as he hurtled towards Chief.

Zo popped her terminal clip and slotted in another, she had just about brought her weapon to bear a second time when two rounds impacted her shields, fully depleting them and forcing her into cover behind the terminals. She fired blindly over the terminals and shifted position.

Wrex had run straight on at Chief, head down and arms spread. Chief's attention was suddenly and forcefully brought away from his allies and to the prodigiously large krogan who seemed intent on rolling the spartan over. Chief braced himself and clapsed his hands together, using his elbow to deliver a crushing blow to Wrex's brow plate, just over the eye as he slammed into Chief's middle and wrapped his arms around him. Chief rained down a cluster of closed fisted strikes on Wrex's back and heard more than one bone snap. Wrex grunted and heaved up with all his strength, a blue haze surrounding him for a moment. A rather surprised Chief actually was tossed up several feet into the air.

"He's using biotics to supplement his strength, careful Chief." Cortana warned. Chief caught a brief glimpse of his crewmates fighting the spectre and the turian. Shepard and Zo trading rounds, with bright incendiary flashes and arcs of electricity between them and Mallus and his opponent fighting hand to hand. Mallus using his pistol as often as his fists, forcing the turian to avoid the point blank shots and disrupting his attacks. Wrex swung a fist at Chief, his body flaring blue as it passed through the air that Chief's shoulder would have occupied had he not dodged. The air crackled with biotic energy. Another blow crossed the space between them, again the sapphire fist struck only air. Chief easily avoided the blows, stepping back and to the side deftly as the blows swung at him.

Curiosity got the better of him and Chief carefully lead his attacker further back, he set himself to that his back was nearly resting on the sturdy metal wall. Then, when the krogan threw another wild swung fist at him, Chief pivoted out of the way and watched as the fist connected with the wall behind him. Wrex's fist slammed into the wall, his biotics firing as soon as the connection was made. His fist was driven back as though from the recoil of a shotgun and the room was filled with a sharp blast of sound. When Chief looked back he say the steel wall had been deformed into a frozen splash. Behind his visor CHief raised his eyebrows, more than mildly impressed. "Time to end this." He said. Wrex grinned and launched into another flurry of attacks. Chief frowned and leaned back, almost casually, letting the fist pass in front of his face. The fist was so close he would have felt the breeze had he been unarmoured. Before the biotics flared, Chief seized the arm and drove his elbow up into Wrex's. The krogan howled in pain but barely paused as he threw his other arm into the fight. Chief deftly batted the fist to the side and simply drove his foot into the center of Wrex's armour with decisive strength. Another snap sounded and Wrex doubled over. Chief, not willing to give such a dangerous enemy time to recover, pressed the attack. He landed half a dozen blows before Wrex, with an inarticulate scream of rage, swung his good arm forward, his body glowing blue. A large chuck of the terminal bank was ripped out of the floor and hurled at Chief, forced him to retreat several steps. The spartan slipped to his knees, lowering his body to smoothly pass under the ballistic computing equipment and coming up to his feet easily. Wrex chuckled and spat out a great deal of bright orange, blood, Chief assumed.

"Heh, for a human, you've got quite the quad." Wrex swayed where he stood, and his right eyelid drooped heavily, tiredly blinking away a thick rivulet of orange that flowed freely from a new crack in his skull plate. "You are a worthy enemy." For a moment he looked almost respectful, his eyes closed and dipping his head in a shadow of a bow. But when his eyes snapped open, there was no respect, those wide scarlet orbs held nothing in them but a quivering rage. Wrex's lips pulled back and a deep growl rumbled in his chest. He threw out his arms, seemingly oblivious to the several broken bones in them, and with a wordless roar he charged. Chief sidestepped, and delivered a swift kick to the side of his knee, an attack sure to put down almost anything alive. It was a surprise, then, to have the enraged Krogan barely flinch as his knee shattered and launch a savage attack. Chief hadn't put enough distance between them, he'd expected the kick to have a much greater effect. Now that it hadn't, he was in a rather compromised position. A look of terrible glee flashed over Wrex's face, and with the opening afforded to him, he slammed his fist into Chief's shoulder with immense force, his whole body flashing blue as he connected.

Pain flooded Chief, radiating from his shoulder like heat from the sun. Chief was tossed bodily a full foot backwards, landing heavily on his back. "Chief!" Cortana cried with a mix of pain and frustration in her voice, a tiny shimmer of red flickered at the edge of perception. Chief shunted the pain away, he had no use for it. He quickly rolled to the side, barely in time as Wrex came crashing down onto the ground where he lay Chief smoothly rose to his feet and worked his shoulder in a circle, testing out the injured joint; everything seemed to still work, but he would feel it for quite some time. Chief took a deep breath, controlling the excited energy swirling in the pit of his stomach. He decided how this krogan was going to lose this fight. "The gel layer took most of the impact," Cortana carried on. "But the external plating is damaged, you should be careful until we can find a way to fix it." Now she sounded impressed, "that was one hell of a punch. Never seen biotics used like that."

"Noted." Chief took a fighting stance as the krogan charged again. Pain bloomed behind his eyes, and the world around him slowed as if the air was as thick as used oil. Each step Wrex took lasted half a dozen seconds to Chief's eyes. His muscled burned as he pushed them to their limits. They forced him forward, effortlessly entering the krogan's guard. Chief strode up to him and with simple, brutal efficiency, pummeled every weak point and injury he could see. In slow motion, the look on Wrex's face changed from rage, to confusion, then a rictus of pain and anguish as Chief dismantled the krogan battlemaster as a like a Marine stripping down a rifle. When the world slammed back into normal speed Chief's headache intensified and Wrex toppled to the ground, a pile of groaning flesh just this side of conscious.

"One...hell of...a quad…" The last words the krogan said trailed off into a whisper as his eyes slid shut and he slipped into unconsciousness.

Chief quickly surveyed the rest of the battle. The last Blue sun remaining conscious was huddled down with his hands over his head, nearby the two turians were still slugging it out, however, a practiced eye could see that Mallus was losing the fight. Zo and Shepard's firefight was in a similar position. The Repose's crew were fighting valiantly, but it Chief didn't step in they would lose this fight.

Shepard noticed as soon as Wrex fell, her form shimmered and disappeared. Zo lost her, quickly checking her exposed sides and readying herself to move. But the moving red dot on Chief's tracker wasn't fooled. Chief's legs ate the distance between them in long, sure strides. Unfortunately, Wrex's fight had taken them to the other side of the room, nearly as far as they would get without exiting proper. Chief was a dozen meters away when Shepard reappeared, behind Zo and armed with a thick bladed combat knife. The exchange what quick, Zo twisted to plant her gun barrel in Shepard's stomach, and Shepard swept out a leg and dropped the turian onto the ground, her shotgun blasting the ceiling. "Stop!" Shepard ordered, her knife pressed against the gap in Zo's armour between the chestplate and helmet. Confliction battled in Chief's mind for an instant, he knew he was too far away to get there in time.

He stopped.

Behind them Garrus held Mallus in a headlock, Mallus swung blindly but Garrus had firmly won. For a moment the entire room was silent, the only sound was the laboured breath of exhaustion. Only two people breathed easily: Chief and Wrex, for two **very** different reasons.

Chief narrowed his eyes at Shepard. "You hurt her, I hurt you." It was not a threat, it was a statement of fact.

"I don't want to hurt her," Shepard said earnestly. She was so earnest that Chief almost believed her. Shepard spent a long moment breathing, the knife at Zo's throat holding the rest of the room in stasis. "Spectres are given almost complete autonomy to complete any task we want." Shepard said suddenly. "The Council has a very, 'don't ask, don't tell' approach to the governing of their operatives," Her breathing was slowing now, evening out. But the knife was still held firmly to his friend's throat. Zo glared daggers up at Shepard "I try to do the right thing, but the universe doesn't care about what is right. Sometimes if you do the 'right thing' to save one person, ten others die. And you can never know if your decisions will save the most you can save, or will just be needlessly harsh." Behind her Garrus shifted uncomfortably, trying to get the still flailing Mallus into a better position.

"Are we rounding the way to some kind of point here?" Cortana asked impatiently. A red haze seemed to linger at the edges of Chief's visor.

"Only that when you're dealing with a literal end of the galaxy scenario there is no 'needlessly harsh' half of that equation." Shepard said flatly, then her tone softened, "and that I don't want to hurt your friends." Shepard said calmly. "Not it I can help it."

Chief opened his mouth to speak but was cut off by Cortana and an angry red spark flashed across his visor. "Ok," The A.I. said haughtily, "Here's what would happen if you hurt any of our friends: First, Chief would take you down like a pack of Unggoy without an elite and then second, we'd all find your ship and tear it to shreds until anyone that ever worked with you, ever heard of you ever even **looked** at you would be gone, then we would-"

"Cortana!" Chief snapped, he had to squint the eyes, trying to block out the myriad of bright red flashes that streaked across his vision.

"Uuuuh ghys?" Mallus' muffled voice emanated from the crook of Garrus elbow, Shepard nodded at he released the beaten turian. "We need to get Little blue back to the ship, now." Mallus worked his jaw and massaged it with his hands. Testing the tips of his mandibles to see if they were still whole. "She's about to make everything more exciting, and not in a fun way." Shepard looked from Mallus, to Chief to Zo with hard eyes. She opened her mouth to speak and a woman in pale white armour burst into the room from the door the repose crew had come from.

"Ma'am!" She nearly shouted. "The Repose is going haywire! Red light everywhere and it's like the ship itself is trying to escape without a pilot."

Shepard cursed. "If that thing gets out of system to the extranet…" She glared at Mallus, "Fine," she stood up away from Zo, who heaved a great breath of relief and stayed laying down. Chief nodded at Mallus and set off towards the Repose at a sprint, with Shepard doing her best to keep pace with him.

"What do you need to do?" Garrus asked. Mallus tiredly bent helped Zo to her feet and sat her down on one of the terminal banks. He looked at her, his face a silent question, _will you be ok here?_ Zo nodded and waved him away.

"We've got a black box that shuts out all EM signals." Mallus said, wearily moving to follow Chief. "When Little Blue goes Red, we toss her in there and wait out the storm." He was moving forward at a snail's pace, limping heavily on his left leg "Spirits, you're good," he said admiringly. Garrus flashed a toothy grin. "You're not so bad yourself," He said honestly interesting fighting style you've got, using your pistol like that in hand to hand." Garrus looped one of Mallus' hand over his shoulder, supporting the injured man.

"Heh, Not interesting enough," he grunted. He gave Garrus a sour look, but didn't take his arm back.

When Chief burst through onto the ship alarms shrieked out in protest. A screech matched by Cortana. Her rage surpassed that of the Krogan by leaps and she howled in maddening anger at the inside of his head. A new, fresh pain bloomed at the back of his skull. A delightful pairing to the one at the front of his head. Chief bowled through the line of Alliance Marines, heedless of the shouts of surprise and the raised weapons. Moments after he passed Shepard came through after him. He heard her shout orders and her pounding steps followed his down through the back of the cargo hold and to his quarters. All through the ship red light was creeping up over the natural pale orange in a ominous visual countdown. Chief didn't bother slowing down for the sharp turns and simply braced himself as he slammed into the wall, carrying on in a sprint without a moment's hesitation. Cortana's enraged screams became tinged with something else. Pain. It was like the howls of some great beast that did not know why it was hurting so. Those sounds drove him forward, faster. He would give the world for those screams to stop.

There it was. The door control to Chief's room was nearly entirely scarlet. He smashed a hand against the hologram. The door slid open less than a hand's width then it shuddered to a stop. Chief grit his teeth, a low growl in his throat as he thrust his hands through the opening and ripped the doors open, slamming them into their open position with a sound of screeching metal that nearly rivaled Cortana's. Chief took two quick steps into this room. He plucked the Black Box off his beside table with one hand and with the other he ripped Cortana's chip from his head.

The screams in his head cut off with deathly suddenness. Chief quickly dropped the chip into the box and shut the lid, cutting it off from everything else. As the Chip fell into the box he could swear he could still hear the screams coming from the small red circle of light, glaring up at him until the box shut it away.

Chief held the box in his hand. It seemed so small, to hold so much. Shepard appeared at his door, glancing at the smoking doorframe with a look of confused worry before focusing on Chief. For a long moment there was silence, Chief breathed heavily and stared at the box in his hand.

"Just so you know." She said, slightly awkwardly. "If I don't report back to the Normandy in an hour, in person, Joker will blow us all up."

Chief clenched his teeth. "Fine, I'll go." He said stiffly. "I'm taking her with me." Shepard stared at him, then down at the box.

"Yeah, fine. We'll need to question it anyway." She said finally. She offered him a pair of flash forged cuffed, bright orange and glowing brightly. Chief held the box in his hands and raised them to the Spectre. The cuffs locked together with a quiet _snik_ and bound his wrists securely.

Chief walked easily back up to the cargo hold, his head held high, he seemed to ignore the fact that he was being escorted by the highest law authority in the galaxy. When he ducked into the hold Kalia rushed over to him, a handful of marines watching over her and the rest of the crew half raised weapons at her, but a stark frown from Shepard was more than enough to lower both the weapons and the faces of their owners.

"Chief! Are you alright?" Kalia asked worriedly, "When the Repose went all stir crazy we was all something fearful, is she gonna be swell?" The young asari looked up at Chief with wide blue eyes.

Chief looked back, his visor glinting in the harsh light. "We'll be fine." He said, then looked away. Shepard tapped her wrist significantly and mimed an explosion with her hands. "Tell the captain we're sorry." He said, before he continued on beside Shepard. The rest of the Repose's crew all watched silently as he passed. Walesh tilted his head like a curious bird and Simon nodded. River just stared wide-eyed. Janeth barely cracked an eyelid from his place under the eyes of over a dozen Alliance marines.

As Master Chief stepped off the deck of the ISV Quiet Repose he didn't look back. He looked forward, and he tightened his grip on the box in his hands. This was better, he told himself. Safer for everyone.

Everyone but him.

* * *

><p>Kai Leng woke up screaming.<p>

The augmentation surgeries had been extensive, far more than any one person had undertake, especially in so short a time period. The doctors tried to hold him down, men and woman laying over his chest and arms. But it agonized flailing threw them bodily across the room. Some got back up, holding their head, and some even got back up to help. Others, however, didn't get up at all.

If he could think, Leng would marvel at the look of his skin, striated, with the texture of rough canvas, just one of the many enhancements. But no, he didn't marvel. He didn't notice how much stronger he was, or how quickly his limbs moved through the air. He didn't notice these things because all he could feel, his entire existence, was pain. There was nothing else. But that wasn't true either, there was something else, a tiny thing that glowed like an ember beside an erupting volcano, but that ember he clung to, in the deepest recesses of his mind. It was the desire to win, he would win, he would kill.

* * *

><p>The Illusive Man sighed and tapped the end of his cigarette into the ashtray resting on the arm of his chair. "Leng is a disappointment." He said aloud. The expansive red glow of the star in front of him filled his vision. The filters over the window dimmed it's light, an obvious necessity. "He wastes his time when he could be acting on the situation." He brought the cigarette to his lips and drew a long breath of it.<p>

"Well you didn't hire him for his stable personality," A woman said in a lilting australian accent. Walking up from behind him to rest a hand gracefully on the back of his chair.

"True," He said, his words rushing the smoke from his lungs. "He will have to be dealt with at a later time, however."

"Will you send me after the subject?" The woman asked. She didn't sound as though she were relishing the idea, but she didn't sound like she dreaded it either.

"No." The Illusive man said. "At least not alone. I want you to bring another with you, someone good with...tense situations." He took another pull from his cigarette. "I believe you know a prospective recruit?"

The woman tilted her head thoughtfully, "I believe I do, Ex- Alliance, good with his hands. A biotic." She crossed her arms under her breasts. "Yes, I think he'd be a good partner."

The Illusive Man tapped his cigarette on his ashtray. "Good, see that you're more effective than Kai Leng." Without more words the woman turned and left, she had her orders, and she would complete them. Because she was Miranda Lawson, she'd yet to fail so far, and she had no intention of starting now.

* * *

><p>I'm going to have to ask you all to forgive any minor grammar mistakes as my normal checker is being all screwy.<p> 
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Over and across the Citadel silence ruled, darkness enveloped the station and not a single spark of light could be seen. The spinning arms, so often ablaze in an insane kaleidoscope of colour and light, were dead and black. The skies over the wards, always full of the life and energy of a hundred thousand speeding skycars, were empty. Almost Empty.

Commander Shepard looked out of the cockpit windows over the dark Citadel. Her eyes were hard and cold but inside she was pleased. The request for a blackout was a steep order, even for a Spectre, but the council had agreed, quickly after she'd showed them what the A.I could do with skycars. The Normandy slipped inside the arms of the station, cruising through the empty skies to a small section the presidium set apart for their arrival. Joker eased the vessel into position just ahead of the docking cradle. He looked up at Shepard with questioning eyes and she gave him a sharp nod. Joker flipped through his screens and activated the nose lights. A series of flashes and paused flared out into the unnatural night.

"Docking request sent." Joker said. "Or I ordered a pizza. One of the two." He chuckled to himself. After a moment of waiting a response light flashed out from the dock. Shepard looked down at her pilot again.

"Half hawaiian half meat should be ready in forty minutes," he said with a completely straight face.

"Joker…" Shepard threatened.

"Alright, alright." Joker threw his hands up in defeat. "We're clear to dock, a armed escort is waiting outside."

"Good." Shepard said flatly. "Carry on." She turned on her heel and left the bridge. The Normandy's CIC was dark. Most of her systems had to be deactivated in order to make the ship safe to contain the A.I. Nothing that could be accessed remotely was left on or connected. She had no idea what kind of hacking capabilities the A.I. had, so it was safer to simply give it nothing to hack. You can't hack what you can't access, so everything that could be was hard locked and shut off from the outside world. The smattering of staff left in the CIC, there only to maintain the few systems still operating and as security in case something did go wrong, saluted as she passed. They had something fresh in them today, an extra spark of pride gain from being part of this crew. The same spark had been there after the Sovereign incident, but it had dimmed in the weeks after. It was good to see it again. Shepard smoothly descended the stairs and turned sharply into the common area.

The small mess was designed to hold less than half the ship's crew at any one time, the rest would either be sleeping or on duty. Now it was packed to the bulkheads with nearly every single crewmember in the normandy save for a skeleton crew in the CIC and engineering. They'd tried to crowd the med bay, to get closer to the makeshift prison cell they'd made. But Chakwas put that notion out in short order, threatening that, 'anyone in here needed to be injured, or on duty. And if anyone isn't, she would happily help them with that'. The words had delivered in such a sickly sweet tone that it cleared the bay of any not needed in a flash.

As Shepard set foot on the mess deck a hole opened up clear to the medbay. Shepard stalked through into the medbay, the door hissing shut behind her with a sharp finality.

"Commander Shepard," Dr Karin Chakwas said warmly, looking up from a datapad at her desk, "here to check on our newest guest?"

"How is it?" Shepard asked, crossing the medbay to the doctor.

"Remarkably alive for someone who went head to head with our resident Battlemaster." Chakwas said dryly. "Who has only recently regained consciousness, by the way. But as for the prisoner," She crossed her arms and assumed a curious expression. "I spent nearly an hour with him, he seems to be in good health. From what I can tell. It **is **rather difficult to diagnose a suit of armour, however." Her mouth twisted in a wry smirk.

"Did he say anything?" Shepard asked.

"Only asked about his crewmembers," the doctor said. "And curiously he asked about Wrex, wanted to know if he survived." She chuckled, the thought of Wrex actually dying seemed to amuse her. "I don't suppose he's fought many krogan of his stature."

Shepard frowned curiously. "Anything else? Anything at all?"

"No," Chakwas shook her head, "In fact he barely spoke a handful of sentences the entire hour." She said, "Almost makes for the ideal patient." She chuckled, then her face grew serious. "Though I can tell you one thing." She added.

"What's that?"

"That man is not a mercenary, or a terrorist or any kind of unaffiliated militant, He is a soldier." Karin said, she spoke the keen and even truth. "I've worked on enough of them to know when I see one."

Shepard was silent for a moment, thinking; if there were only a handful of opinions she cared about in the galaxy, Dr Chakwas' was definitely among them. "Very well," She said finally."I'm going in." Dr. Chakwas waved absently, returning to her previous work.

The door to what was once Liara's room, and before that the records room, opened with a loud clunk preceding the normal quiet hiss. They'd added a physical locking mechanism on top of the electronic one. It seemed prudent, considering their captive. When Shepard stepped into the room, two of the three occupants looked up from where they sat, the third was standing already, staring at the door as though he knew she was going to come in.

"He's been looking at the door for the last few minutes." Garrus stood up from his chair along the far wall. "Must have some kind of detector built into his suit."

"Makes sense," Wrex said, he didn't get up, he just sat in his chair at the long desk. Even sitting down he looked a little unsteady. "He dodged me pretty easily before." He blinked heavily and kept a hand pressed to his forehead, where he'd taken a hit during his fight. A thick circular crack in his skull plate, like someone had thrown a stone at a windshield. Chakwas had stapled the worst of the crack together, but the rest was left to heal on its own, the usual tactic for dealing with krogan injuries.

"Do we know his name?" Shepard asked. Looking at the prisoner. He stood tall, head and shoulder above any human she'd met, maybe even Wrex; and with no tells in his posture that he had just gone toe to toe with what, modestly, could be considered one of the most highly trained and outfitted squads in the galaxy. He still held the small black box in hands bound together, the bright orange cuffs glinting off his glossy gold visor.

Wrex and Garrus glanced at the prisoner. "We have a rank," Garrus said uncertainly.

Shepard arched a single eyebrow. "Was that a question?" Garrus shrugged and waved at the tall green prisoner.

"Master Chief Petty-Officer Spartan-117, Ma'am." He said sharply. His voice was low and ponderous, like every word had to be drawn out of him.

"Quite the mouthful," Shepard said dryly. "Your official interrogation will be conducted inside the citadel, but I wanted a chance to talk to you before hand." She shifted her weight from one leg to the other and crossed her arms. "Where are you from?" She asked a simple question.

"Earth," an even simpler answer.

"You were you... made on Earth?" Shepard asked shooting Garrus an uncertain look, was this thing even human? It wouldn't be impossible for one of the solitary governments of Earth to have their own projects for super soldiers or A.I. Or perhaps someone wanted to break out of the Alliance and was building an army to do it. For a moment the thought of an entire army of these things filled Shepard with dread.

"No."

"Then where?"

"My birthplace is classified." Shepard frowned when she heard that. _So he's organic._ She noted.

"I have spectre clearance," She said stubbornly.

"I don't care."

Shepard took a deep, calming breath. The slow nonchalance of his speech was beginning to get on her nerved. _Now for the important question._

"Are you allied, or involved with the Reaper or the Geth threat to the Council and its member species?" Out of the corner of her eye she saw Garrus and Wrex exchange looks.

"No." The prisoner casually opened the box, a blue shine glinting dully off his armoured plates, and carefully lifted out a small chip. The Chip was no bigger than one that would fit in a datapad and had a brilliant blue disk in the center. Both Wrex and Garrus' hands jerked towards their weapons. The prisoner didn't seem to care, however, and easily raised his hands to slot the strange disk into the back of his helmet. "And neither is she." His voice had a wry edge to it, one you might find coupled with a single raised eyebrow.

The three of them traded another round of confused looks. "Who?" Shepard asked.

"That would be me." A small blue figure flashed into being, sitting on the prisoner's shoulder. She waved. "Sup?"

* * *

><p>Mallus fumed, sitting on the deck of his own ship's cargo hold with Zolal, separated from the rest of his crew by enough alliance marines to make him more than a little uncomfortable. He was disarmed and unarmoured, waiting for the Repose to follow that Council Spectre's ship through to the widow relay. "Don't see why we have to wait…" He grumbled under his breath. His arms were clasped around his knees, drawn up to his barrel chest.<p>

"So we can make sure your A.I. friend doesn't jump to this ship and use it to escape." One of the Spectre's crew said, a human woman in pale armour, the only one really close enough to hear. "Not that this ship could be very useful against the Normandy." She said derisively.

"She got plenty fight in her, just you wait pinkie!" Kalia shouted from the other side of the cargo hold, half rising before one of the Marines put his hand on her shoulder and she reluctantly sat.

"Engineer's a touch sensitive with concerns to my boat." Mallus explained to the woman's frankly surprised and confused expression. "But she ain't wrong." He added. "Best not be forgetting that."

The woman stared at Mallus with hard eyes. "Gunnery Chief Ashley Williams," she said finally, extending a hand to shake.

"Captain Mallus Renaldus." Mallus shook the offered hand, no sense being impolite. The name struck a chord of memory. "Williams…" he said, mostly to himself. "Ah!" He said, the memory connecting. "Kin of General Williams?"

A strange expression crossed the Gunnery Chief's face. Mallus couldn't tell if it was hate, fatigue, or disgust. "Yes," she said evenly, putting obvious effort into controlling her voice. "My Grandfather."

Mallus nodded, "Good man," he said, his voice far off in memory. Ashley blinked. "Hell of a commander, forced us into some hard spots," he said ruefully. "He and his fought hard." Mallus looked Ashley in the eyes. "You should be proud."

"I...am…" Ashley looked surprised more than anything. She glanced back at the other marines, they were all away with the rest of the crew. "He never talked about it, afterwards." She said, looking less like the imposing Gunnery Chief and more like simply a curious young woman.

"Can't imagine he would, way I hear you folks took to him surrendering." Mallus said, shrugging. "A man makes a solid tactical decision to save the lives of thousands of civilians and you humans all but throw him in a cell." He spoke harshly, with an intensity that surprised even himself, he took a deep breath to smooth his tone. "Just don't like see folk punished for what isn't deserved." He said quietly, with a more than significant look at the assembled soldiers around his crew. Gunnery Chief Williams followed his eyes. She shifted her weight from foot to foot.

"You know she isn't all that bad," she said, adding, "Shepard, I mean."

Mallus couldn't stop a raised browplate. "Oh yes, ray of sunshine, that one." He said dryly.

"She's harsh," Williams agreed quickly. "But she isn't cruel, or needlessly violent. She won't hurt your friend if she doesn't need to." She smiled, "Besides, from what I hear, that guy and take a punch."

Mallus flicked his eyes over to Zo, "he isn't the one I'm worried about."

Zo gave Chief Williams a significant look, "He won't give her up," she said, lowering her voice so the human couldn't hear.

"That's the prickly problem, ain't it?" Mallus whispered back.

"Attention all hands, prepare for relay transit," a rather timid sounding human voice broke through their conversation over the com. On the other side of the hold Walesh shook his head slightly. Mallus smiled and raised his talons. After a strategic pause he counted down silently pointing at the overhead speaker after his third finger curled into his fist.

"Uuuuhhhh, get one of the prisoners up here." The voice said over the com. Beside him Williams gave Mallus a wry look. He shrugged and stood up. "Told you she had her left tricks in her," he easily, dusting off his legs and tapping a tow fondly on the deck. He forestalled Walesh, who had already risen halfway to standing, and with a permissive nod from the Alliance Chief he set off up the rackety stairs and across into the mess. The table inside was flipped, it's contents dashed to the floor and the chairs had joined it. The kitchen was a mess as well, someone's half prepared meal smeared along the wall of cupboards. Mallus clenched his teeth and kept going. He might not mind being polite, but you can only be pushed so far. Part of his frustrations came from the fact that he hadn't been there when the repose was boarded. The tactical side of his mind appreciated the plan the Spectre had executed, effective and with few casualties to either side, but the larger side raged at the invasion of his home; But rage wouldn't solve any of the problems piled high, patience would.

When he stepped into the bridge, the human Alliance pilot was staring in what could only be described as awe at the haphazard set up of the cockpit. He reached halfway to a holographic screen on his left before hesitating then reaching to one at his right. Mallus stumbled as the ship shook heavily from side to side, the sounds of the mess rearranging itself screeched up into the bridge. Mallus sighed.

"Just...just get up," He said tiredly. The human pilot hurriedly spun the chair around and got up, a thick red blush colouring his face. Mallus dropped himself down into it and spun it around to face the screens.

"Spirits, what'd you do?" He asked under his breath. He was, in fact, speaking to Walesh. The dash under the screens was festooned with the tiny plastic creatures that the salarian had bought while on Omega, and even a little set of plastic trees and bushes to make some kind of human prehistory set. Mallus hissed an impatient sigh and got to work reversing the work the Alliance pilot had managed to do. For some reason he was in the maneuvering thruster screens and had actually managed to shut **down** the main thrusters and divert power to external lighting. "Top of his class this one…" Mallus grumbled as he set the ship to rights and began the relay transit. The relay and the Repose exchanged quick data packets and was approved to use the relay. Mallus keyed the shipwide, "hold onto your fun bits folks, we're going for a ride." Through the front windows of the bridge Mallus saw a wispy thin arch of light detach from the central swirling ball and latch onto the Repose. With a deep rumble and a powerful tremor passing though the entire ship, the Repose was shot through space. The front windows flashed from the empty black over pinprick lights to a rippling and flowing light show of reds, blues and purples that played over the front windows like water flowing in slow motion.

Mallus spun the chair around and got to his feet sharply. "You should be fine now." Mallus said to the small human pilot. He leaned in and bared his teeth in an expression that could not, under any circumstance, be confused for a smile and said, "just remember, if you break by boat, I'll skin you with your own teeth." Then he did smile, clapping the pilot on the back jovially as he left the bridge. A burly looking Marine in full armour had appeared sometime after him and guided him back. By the time he was clambering down the catwalk stairs in the hold the ship shuddered again as it. Came out of the short transit to the widow relay and the Citadel. Mallus and his crew waited, Simon and held River with a protective fervor that she clearly did not need, the young woman studied the dust patterns in the armour of the nearest marine, a gruff looking man who kept shying away from the wide eyed girl.

A dull _clong_ echoed in the hold and a series of mechanical sounds captured the attention of everyone in the hold.

"Docking complete," The timid pilot said. "W-without a scratch to the ship I might add." He added shakily. Mallus chuckled to himself as Gunnery Chief Williams smacked the cargo release button and began shouting orders to the gathered marines. The cargo doors opened to the Citadel docking bay that would serve as the Repose's prison, Mallus stepped off his ship and onto the pale metallic dock.

"Well," Mallus said aloud, thinking over the last weeks since Chief had joined their crew. "I think that went fairly well," Chief Williams locked a pair of flash forged cuffs onto his wrists. Zo and Janeth walked passed him with sour looks on their faces. "Considering," He added with a shrug. He walked into the Citadel with his head held high, already his mind was a swirling pool of ideas. They couldn't hold him and his, no chance. He was Captain Mal.

* * *

><p>Liara watched worriedly in the low light of the building's emergency lamps as the grouped spartans spoke loudly over the rectangular table in the kitchen of their temporary home. All of them had their helmets off and sitting by their plates on the table.<p>

"We need to move on him as soon as possible," Demarco said, Madsen nodding beside him. Demarco hadn't touched the strange kind of sandwich that Thorne had made, with a thick slab of shaped meat between slices of leaves and vegetables and round bread.

"I'm not say'n otherwise," Grant argued calmly. Her plate was empty, clear even of crumbs. Grant looked from Demarco to Madsen and said "all I'm say'n is that, 'as soon as possible' is a bit longer than you think it is." She looked across the table at Commander Palmer. "We'll be needing intel, I'll be the first to say I know less 'bout this place than a core tourist in Pirth. We need t'know more." Palmer chewed slowly on her meal, Liara couldn't tell if she were savoring her meal or simply deep in thought, though she would prefer the latter. Attacking and liberating a Council Spectre's prisoner was not a decision to be undertaken lightly. Especially when the Spectre was her 'girlfriend', as humans would put it. Palmer swallowed.

"Thorne? What do you think?" She asked.

"I think Demarco should eat," He said darkly, nudging the spartan's plate towards him slightly, "But as far as intel…" He scrubbed a hand through his exposed hair, "I think Intel is more valuable than immediate retrieval. If there's a solder less likely to give up information in the UNSC than Chief I'd be surprised." He looked around and his squad members all nodded in agreement, some more reluctantly than others. "So we should wait, and gather as much intel as possible."

Palmer nodded. "Agreed," she said. "Thorne, Grant, myself, and Dr T'soni will conduct surveillance and intelligence gathering after power is restored." She leaned back and looked across the kitchen at the counter. "But for now, Thorne is right, Demarco, you should eat. It's very good." Her chair screeched dully as she pushed it back and went to get another sandwich. Liara looked down at her own plate, still ladened heavily with her sandwich and mentally shrugged, she did want to experience human cooking, even if it was from an alternate reality. She looked around the plate, she'd seen the other's simply lift the food into their mouths with their hands, but she was asari, Asari did not use their hands to eat.

"Excuse me, I'll get some cutlery," She said, half rising into the air before Thorne waved her off.

"No, no, you don't use a fork and knife to eat a burger," He said, sounding a bit like a teacher amused at a slightly dim child's attempts at a problem. "Just use your hands." He grinned widely and Palmer sat back down with another helping, already lifting the sandwich to her mouth. Liara grimaced slightly, but she daintily lifted the...burger up with her fingertips and took a small bite. An explosion of heady and savory flavors burst onto her tongue. She chewed heavily and swallowed, already feeling as though she weighed more. Liara stared at the food in something like awe, it was so different from the light, sweet kinds of food asari favor, or the dull, plain meals the Alliance serves their soldiers. "This is very good!" She said

"You don't have to sound so surprised," Thorne said with a chuckle. "I know how to make a mean burger." He scooped up his own empty plate and Grant's beside him, taking them to the counter and depositing them in the sink. "Since I cooked, someone else does the dishes." He said happily. "Demarco." Palmer said flatly.

"Ma'am," Demarco said curtly, thought it was plain he wasn't happy. "Is this because I-"

"No," Palmer interrupted. Madsen chortled loudly.

"Haha," He laughed into his burger.

"-And Madsen," she added.

"Wait what?" Madsen blinked. "Is this because I-?"

"Yes," Palmer returned to her second burger without another word.

After the meal the Spartans were at their ease, as much as they could be in their situation. Hoya had returned from his stint as a sentry and make a sharp turn into the kitchen to get at the leftovers, sending out Tedra after him while Demarco and Madsen made quick work of the dishes. Both men were very careful not the utter a word of discontention to be overheard by Palmer, who was standing in the newly built armour racks and piece by piece removing the heavy metal plates. When she was finished, nearly an hour later, the empty exoskeleton hung by a series of strong cables, the metal foot plates opened up like hungry mouths waiting to be filled. Palmer rolled her shoulders in grateful circles. "Hmmm," She sighed, "feels good to be free of it, for a while at least."

"It does look heavy," Liara said from the kitchen door, she'd watched nearly the entire thing, the equipment was fascinating to say the very least.

Palmer shook her head, "not heavy exactly," she said, trying to find the correct words, "It just feels like your movements have more…" She waved her hand in a gentle circle, trying to sift out the right word from the air. "Oomf," she said, a little lamely. "My brain knows my movements have more mass and momentum behind them, but there's no perceptible difference in weight or effort." She shrugged, "It's a bit strange."

"I see," Liara said slowly. She did not. "May I try it?"

"No," Palmer said flatly, "Even if that weren't illegal by UNSC military codes, the way the armour amplifies your movements will break your bones if you're not augmented correctly."

"Oh," Liara said quietly. "Thats...unfortunate."

"Mostly for the first test pilots who tried to pilot the Gen 1 versions." Palmer said frankly, "The first motion he made broke every bone below his elbow. The spasms of pain that followed shattered his entire skeleton."

"Goddess," Liara said, "so you have some kind of genetic augmentation that strengthen your skeleton? Or perhaps gives you finer control of your muscles?" Liara asked, her bright blue eyes were alight with the fervor of discovery that made her such an excellent archaeologist.

"The exact nature of the Spartan IV augmentations are classified," Palmer said, though there was little fire behind her words. "Suffice to say, they allow a spartan to use the armor safely." She patted the armour plates fondly before smiling and stretching her arms over her head, "Now if you'll excuse me, It's my turn for rack time. Doesn't look like this blackout is gonna lift soon so we'll head out tomorrow." She walked out and easily mounted the stairs just outside the door, taking them three at a time with apparent comfort.

"Goodnight, Commander Palmer." Liara said latently at her retreating form. Over the course of the meal and hours after, a block of anxiety had formed in the pit of her stomach, she still had not been explicitly clear about the...similarities between Commanders Palmer and Shepard. And if Palmer went out into the Citadel, a place Shepard is certainly a known quantity, there would certainly be complications. Liara walked to the darkened central room and dropped down on to the couch, then her head into her hands. Her thoughts were a swirling maelstrom, she felt she had a responsibility to these men and women, but if they were planning on breaking out a prisoner brought in by a spectre, Shepard, no less, then she couldn't stay to help or simply stand by and watch, could she?

Liara followed Palmer up the stair, though much more sedately. She slipped into her room, the only one not shared with at least one other person, and dropped onto the bed, closing her eyes. She was suddenly caught between a varren and a klixen, and she didn't know how to get out of the way safely.

* * *

><p>Thel 'Vadam and his group of three Sangheili warriors loped across the dusty ground, their strides were long and smooth, easily covering ground with something very close to grace. The small group dashed across a stretch of open ground, keeping their heads as low as their long bowed necks would allow; they quickly slipped behind a pair of rocky outcroppings, now the only things separating them from the looming metal structure before them. "Spartan." Thel said, "What does the interior hold?"<p>

"Well, we've got a squad holed up in there, looks like." Spartan Edward Buck's voice issued from the radio attached to the Sangheili's helmets. "At least four of them, so be careful, they may have set up a sniper." He paused for a minute, "so, uh, if you get shot it isn't necessarily my fault."

"I suggest keeping an eye on possible positions." Thel said, his low voice rumbling. "Our plan may fall if we are caught unawares by the enemy."

"Most do," Buck said dryly. Beside Thel, one of his companions rolled his eyes.

"Are all humans so lacking in discipline?" He muttered.

"Peace, Yrel, he is a skilled warrior," Thel said quietly, before looking at the other two warriors. "We move," they silently nodded and the four moved from their positions, their forms shifting and fading from perception as they engaged active camouflage. Each one broke away from the group to pursue their own objective, one piece of a larger whole.

On a hill overlooking the structure Buck sighed, not taking his eye away from the scope of his rifle as he lay prone. "They're down in the fray of it, aaaaand I'm just sitting here counting helmets." This reticle, focused on one of the many narrow windows in the structure's main room, flashed red then blue as an enemy walked across it. "Hmmmmm nope," Buck said to himself. "Already counted you Mr scout." He checked again as his reticle flickered once more. "Make that Mrs scout." He amended. He shifted his aim, "Hello Mr Recon, and EOD, and EVA." He sighed, "Where's the last one?" He wondered aloud before throwing himself to the side desperately. He'd had a fraction of a second's warning, an angry red dot forming suddenly on his motion tracker, before a hail of bullets slammed into the patch of ground where Buck had been occupying, just barely rolling to the side to be missed by a crushing knee following the bullets closely. Buck's roll carried him up to his knees, "Well helloo Mrs Recon," He managed to say as he quickly closed the distance between them to stop the enemy spartan from using her rifle again. He batted the weapon away just as it sent out a spray of metal again, the bullets burying in distant ground. The weapon was tossed from her hands, but she was a spartan and quickly recovered, she used the started momentum to spin herself into a driving kick, her heel rising up over her opposite shoulder before falling towards Buck's. A piercing shriek sounded as the edge of her footplate scraped across Buck's chest plate producing a small handful of sparks. Buck aimed an attack of his own at the woman's middle, slamming his fist into her gut and doubling her over, then he introduced his knee to her faceplate with tremendous force. His opponent's head and body snapped backwards, her feet lifting nearly a full foot off the ground before she crashed to the ground, unconscious. "Ooh," he winced appreciatively. "Right in the front of your face" All in all the exchange took little more than moments, but his body felt as though he'd run a marathon, fighting spartans does that to someone.

"Spartan? Are you well?" Thel's voice asked over the radio, he didn't sound overly worried. Whether that was faith in Buck's abilities or a general uncaring for humans, Ed couldn't tell.

"Found the fifth hostile," Buck said, laying back down at his rifle and setting his visor to it. "She's...dehostilized." He said. "Won't be a problem anymore."

"All the better," Thel said, he didn't sound happy or relieved. His voice only ever seemed to sound firmly determined. "My Warriors are in place, if you are ready we will begin."

Buck swept his view over the room where the other four were. Everything seemed good. "Alright," he said, sungging the rifle into his shoulder. "Let's go through'em like a one stoplight town."

Below four Sangheili warriors crept into the building, their forms indistinct and silent. They slowly encircled the room the enemy spartans were in stepping carefully, their active camouflage made them all but invisible, but did nothing to hide the sounds the might make. "Ready," Thel said into his radio. "Begin when appropriate, Spartan." A heavy blast echoed in the air and a cry when up inside the room. That was the signal. Four of the most highly trained Sangheili in the galaxy descended on three Spartans, boxed in and out numbered.

In the aftermath of their short but fierce battle, Thel "vadam swayed on his feet, weak but still standing. He looked at Yrel, the only other of his warriors still conscious, slumped and breathing heavily on the ground. The four of them had fought brilliantly and with much fire. But even even as their surprise overtook them their Spartan opponents put up a ferocious defense. Spartan Buck peeked his head through the door, whistling appreciatively at the room's war zone like state. "That is some kind of violence." He said, setting down his sniper and hurrying into the room to check on the still, armoured formed. He knelt at the side of one of the enemies, the spartan taken down by Buck's sniper. "Hey, you in there?" He asked, tapping lightly on the helmet's visor. "Respond. That's an order." He swiped a thumb over the mark his training round had made on the Spartan's narrow visor. "Right betwixt the eye sockets." He said with a grin in his voice. The prone spartan's armour gave a little jerk as the training round's effect wore off.

"Simulation over," Roland's voice said, "Please vacate the arena. Unless you want to get deconstructed and rebuilt into the next map."

"Damn," She said, raising a hand to her head and sitting up. "I'd be more impressed if I didn't have this headache." She said, with only a suggestion of malice in her voice.

"You should see your operator," Buck said. Extending a hand and helping the spartan to her feet. The rest of the spartans on Fireteam Calipso were being helped to their feet by Thel and his comrades. Most were shaking heads and moving carefully towards the exit.

As Buck and the Sangheili warriors left the wargames arena and turned into S deck proper Roland's dark yellow figure popped up onto a pedestal next to the door. "Fireteam Raptor, your presence is requested on the bridge." He said as Buck stepped into the armour removal station.

"Very well, Construct." Thel said with a nod. "We will arrive shortly."

"Fantastic," The holographic WWII fighter pilot winked out of existence. The other waited patiently as the machines quickly stripped the armoured plates off of Buck. Stepping down in only his dark blue undersuit, Buck hurriedly put on his fatigue pants and a sturdy pair of boots.

The Bridge held it's usual compliment of technicians and officers, as well as Master Chief Lowell and Acting Commander Miller. They, and Captain Lasky, were all looking harshly into the central holographic display, which show a large blocky structure made of blue light.

"Raptor," Miller nodded to the entering fireteam, "Glad to see you're doing well in the wargames." He said, "Though I can't say that Fireteams Castle, Horse and Calipso will agree with me." He said with a slight smile. "I hear the footage of your fight with Horse is quite the show."

"Oh, well…" Buck trailed off rather awkwardly, "I kinda felt bad about that." He said.

"No," Miller said, "It's just a rather unorthodox use for a plasma grenade," He waved away concerns with a lazy hand. "That little stunt is not why we called you here today."

"This," Captain Lasky gestured to the object displayed, "Is where we believe the Covenant Remnant is headed, a Forerunner object of uncertain purpose." The image spun and zoomed to highlight a series of much smaller objects, specks of light in the original, expanded into images longer than a spread hand.

"By the gods…" Thel murmured.

"Yeah, that is a whole lot of ships." Buck said in awe.

"Our analysts think it might be a Forerunner shipyard," Lowell said shortly. "Can't know for certain until we get there, but we do know is that all of those ships are forerunner and empty."

"And you're going in first." Lasky finished the thought. "We want groundside intel on this place, in the Remnant are there and if it can be used for the UNSC's purposes."

"Of course, shipmaster." Thel pressed his fist to his chest and bowed slightly, a gesture mirrored by his companions.

"Sir." Buck snapped up a salute of his own.

"Pelican will be loaded up and ready eight hours," Lasky said, "Rest, wash and eat up and be ready for 0530."

"As you command." Thel said gravely.

"I don't think I have to tell you how important your first official operation in the UNSC will be for our peoples, Arbiter." Lasky walked around the holotank and stood directly in front of him. "A successful mission will put a great many mutterings to rest." The Captain did not look at his Master Chief, almost to an obvious degree. "I wish you luck, Fireteam Raptor." He nodded sharply. "Dismissed." As one the fireteam saluted, Sangheili fist to chest and Buck with his fingertips at his temple, and turned away to leave.

Fireteam Raptor entered their group barracks and all headed for the shower, except Buck, he knew better now. Unwelcome memory surged up into his mind made him shiver. Never again. "I am glad to be partaking in true combat once more." Thel said, for once actually sounding something other than bored or determined. He almost sounded excited as he removed his steel grey helmet. Sounds of armour hastily being removed filtered in from the shower area of their room. Thel removed the rest of his armour in relative silence and Buck pulled a small book from his footlocker and stretched out on his bunk, reading until the showers were free. "Shipmaster Lasky is not as harsh as I had feared," Thel said after the long moment of quiet.

"Lasky's a fair man." Buck said absently, turning a page. "S'long as you do your job you're just another soldier."

"Indeed," Thel said quietly. He stood up, a towel generously wrapped around his waist. "Spartan." He nodded sagely.

"Arbiter," Buck waved blindly, not looking away from his small book.

* * *

><p>In the citadel, there was now a supermax prison, it is a old structure, but retooled in new purpose. A run down warehouse that had been used for little else other than collecting dust had been transformed into a state of the art, analogue detention facility. The few electronic systems that were present were all completely isolated behind EM shielding, with absolutely no signals coming in or out, neither hardline or wireless. The locks were opened by keys, with micro-striations in place of teeth read by lasers, one of the very few electronic devices in the building. The guards were all organic, mostly C-sec and a handful of council operatives, there were no cameras, no heat or motion sensors. All security was essentially at it's most basic, a lot of guards with big weapons and a suspicious disposition.<p>

And there was only one inmate.

Well, technically two.

Captain Armando Bailey walked into the room with a scowl on his face, a broad one sided mirror that made up an entire wall and showed the entirety of the facility's one cell. _And when I want a new stapler it takes a full week,_ He grumbled internally, marveling at the power Spectres could throw around on a whim. He crossed his arms and looked at the four men he'd sent into the cell to separate the prisoners, they were all sitting or lying down on the handful of chairs, or couches in the room. Two humans were nursing broken arms, a turian had a concussion and another human was feebly raising his head from his place laid out on his back. Medical personnel had checked everyone out immediately and determined there were no serious injuries. Curiously the prisoner had helped the fourth man to the door. "Cripes, what puppy did I kick in a past life to deserve this?" He muttered to himself, scrubbing a hand over his eyes tiredly. "Would you four mind telling me how a single, **restrained** individual bested four trained and armed C-sec officers?" He said more loudly.

"I think the footage speaks for itself, sir." The first man said frankly, a human with one arm in a glowing orange cast. "I don't know what exactly it would take to subdue that thing, but we can't fit it in that room, that's for damn sure." He spoke plainly, like he was simply describing the realities of a storm to someone who'd never felt the wind gust. "I can't believe it's human." He said.

Bailey sighed, long and drawn out. "Alright," he said finally. "You're dismissed; Cromwell and Gilbert, you're on desk duty till your arms heal, Trevors and Gradus have medical leave." He waved the men away lazily, and a trio of medical personnel enter to wheel the concussed turian away in a wheelchair and settle the nearly unconscious man onto a hovering stretcher to take him away.

Commander Shepard grinned from the corner she stood in, "I told you I wouldn't work," She said, more than a little smugly.

"Yes, yes," Bailey said irritably. "So how do you suggest we separate them?"

Shepard shrugged, "I don't think we need to, at least not yet. We have them both contained now."

"Standard procedure is to always separate criminals from their partners." Bailey said flatly.

"And exactly what about this is standard?"

Bailey opened his mouth to retort something, then snapped it shut. "Fair point," he muttered. He was silent for a while, crossing the room to sit in a chair, to look in on their particular prisoner over the short desk filled with hard locked computer systems that controlled the room's environment. The armoured giant stood straight and tall in the cell, his feet spread slightly and his hands behind his back. Bailey didn't think he'd even looked at the bed tucked into the corner of the plain, cube shaped room. "I'm gonna talk to him." Bailey said, standing up and walking to the door. He pulled the key from a retractable line at his belt and inserted it into the lock. A thick clunk sounded from the door and Bailey removed the key from the door, unclipping it from his belt and setting it on the desk outside the cell. Once he was inside the first door, Shepard leaned forward to press the release on the second set of doors, leading to the cell proper. Bailey walked into the cell and promptly sat down on the cold metal floor, his back to the wall and his legs stretched out and casually crossed at the ankles. The prisoner's featureless visor seemed to follow him with laser intensity. Bailey fished a pair of things out of his pocket: a long silver case and a metal rectangle that appeared to be made of brass. He opened the silver case and removed a slender cigar. He offered the case to the prisoner. "You smoke?" He asked simply.

"No," The standing man said.

"Aaaah, neither do I," Bailey said ruefully as he stuck the cigar between his lips and flicked the lighter on, taking a few draws on the cigar to light it. "Not really, a bad habit I picked up recently." As he spoke a grey cloud rushed from his lips. "Thought I s'pose it'd be difficult, what with…" He waved his hand in front of his face, nodding to the other man's helmet. "Captain Armando Bailey, Citadel Security" He said after a moment, half rising to extend a hand. His omni tool flared briefly and the prisoner's bright orange restraints faded.

"Master Chief-Petty Officer Spartan 117, UNSC." The prisoner said, taking the offered and hand shaking it.

"Military, huh?" Bailey said, sitting back down, "Do I call you Spartan?" He drew in a long breath through his cigar.

"Master Chief is fine." Master Chief said. He straightened back to his rather stiff position.

Bailey blew out the smoke in his lungs. He plucked the cigar from his lips and looked at it, a smile forming on his face. "Y'know at first I wasn't too happy about getting this assignment, not a fan of sitting around babysitting one prisoner for a politician's sake." He put the cigar back in his mouth and pulled on it deeply. "But that was before I knew that this place was going to be low tech," He grinned around his mouthful. "No smoke detectors." He said wryly. The light expression on his face dropped suddenly. "What's the other one's name?" He asked suddenly.

A small blue figure flickered into existence on Master Chief's shoulder. "My name is Cortana." She said cooly. She took the form of a young woman no taller than the length of an spread hand from wrist to fingertip.

"Huh, so you're what all the fuss is about." Bailey said, looking up from where he sat. "Frankly speaking Master Chief here is the more impressive looking," Bailey said with a shrug.

"Considering the beating he just gave your men I'm not surprised." Cortana said dryly.

"Hm, yes well Commander Shepard deemed it unnecessary to attempt to separate the two of you, and after that little scuffle I'm inclined to agree, I don't have a spare battalion to throw at you to do it," He said the last almost bitterly. "So, you're military? What kinda rank is Master Chief-Petty officer, anyway?" He asked, his brow was furrowed and wreathed in pale grey smoke.

"MCPO is the highest non-commissioned officer rank attainable in the UNSC," Cortana said.

"Aaaah," Bailey said, nodding in understanding, "In the Alliance that's Operation's Chief." He explained. "I served before I settled down on the Citadel. XO'd a little Corvette called the Galaxia, before I felt it was time to come back and spend time with my family." He chuckled darkly, the smoke around him swirled in the sudden gust. "All the good it did me." He tilted back his head to rest against the wall behind him and drew his legs up to rest his arms over his knees. "You've been hiding behind the 'classified' defense a lot during questioning." Bailey said, "But you don't seem exactly reluctant to speak the answer when pressed." Master Chief stared at Bailey, his visor somehow expectant. "Damn son, do you ever sit?" Bailey shifted topics suddenly. "We both know I'm no threat to you, why do you sit so I don't gotta break my neck to look up at you?" The two of them were silent for a moment, if Bailey had to guess he'd say the two of them were having a conversation inside the man's helmet. Then, after a stretch of silence that had Bailey almost feeling like an awkward third wheel, Master Chief slowly lowered himself down to sit cross legged, his hands resting on his splayed knees.

"There," Bailey said. "So I was wondering if there was anything unclassified you could tell me?" He asked easily.

"...possibly." Was the reply.

Bailey shrugged, "Alright, well we'll never know until we try. I already know your real name, place and date of birth are off limits, so how about something simple?" He hesitated for a moment, trying to find a question so simple that he couldn't possibly be classified. "Are you human?" He said finally.

"Yes." Master Chief said.

At the exact same time that the A.I. said, "no."

Bailey chuckled, "I'd already figured that one out Miss Cortana." He said lightly.

"Just being thorough," she retorted dryly.

"So you're human, but you can't say where you're born. Ah!" He snapped his fingers. "Who's the one classifying these facts?" He asked, a little smugly.

"The personal details of all Spartans, active and retired, are classified by the UNSC and ONI." Cortana said.

"And who would they be?" Bailey asked.

"United Nations Space Command." Master Chief said flatly, "and the Office of Naval Intelligence."

"Hm," Bailey scratched his chin with one hand, the other he held his cigar between two fingers, it trailed a lazy stream of smoke up into the upper side of the cell. "Never heard of them," He said.

"That's not very surprising," Cortana said, "Considering they're in a different reality, probably.

Bailey froze, looking at the two prisoners with a suspicious pinch in his brow. "Uh huh." He said slowly. He took a careful draw on his cigar, now not quite half as long as it was when he started. "Well ain't that something," he said after a bit. He stood up, dusting off his dark blue trousers and knocked on the mirror. Master Chief stood up as a pale blue shield snapped into place between himself and the captain.

"A pleasure speaking with you, Master Chief, Cortana." Bailey nodded to the pair of them and strode through the door, waiting patiently for the first to close and the second to open. When he walked back into the observation room Shepard looked up at him from the console desk with a least as much confusion as was on his own face.

"I think things just got a lot more complicated for you, Spectre," Bailey said, dropping heavily onto the couch behind her. He pulled on his cigar and considered. "I think things just got a lot more complicated for all of us."

* * *

><p>Bright light from the Citadel's day cycle streamed in through the skylight and the broad swath of windows that covered one of the corners of the main room. Fireteam majestic was making final preparations for their day of intel gathering, eating breakfast. It was a simple, albeit large, meal of meats, vegetables and eggs. Thorne was now getting dressed after having cooked, not willing to expose his civilian clothing to the hazards of cooking, Palmer and Grant were eating, fully dressed in long elegant asari gowns. While the clothing was truly flattering, it was strange to see Palmer in clothing not designed for combat or climbing mountains. Though Liara supposed that might just be due to the fact the commander had never worn anything else around her. Liara couldn't suppress a smile at the memory of the first time she'd seen Shepard in a dress. The woman took to fashion like a fish to aerospace engineering.<p>

"Excuse me," Liara said, "There is something I must say before we begin today." All eyes shifted to her. Liara swallowed, her white coat seemed much hotter all of a sudden. "There are certain things that I have neglected to tell you about our worlds, while there are many differences, there are also a handful of similarities." The expressions in the room ranged from surprised to curious to a hard eyed glare. Liara opened her omni tool and connected to the extranet. "This is Commander Sarah Shepard, Spectre in charge of your comrade's capture and... And my bondmate." She said bluntly, bringiung up the image and profile of the woman in question. There was an audible intake of breath and a noticeable widening of eyes as the image sprang into being above Liara's arm. The image of a hard eyed woman with red hair glared at the room. Fireteam Majestic looked between the image and their own red haired commander with shock and wonder.

Commander Sarah Palmer glared back. "So is this why you've always acted strange around me?" She asked.

"Yes," Liara said blunty.

"So what? Is she some kind of clone?" Demarco asked. Only he, Madsen and Hoya still wore their armour, they were to stay behind to guard the house.

"Yes and no," Liara said, taking on the tone of a lecturing professor. "Yes in that I suspect both commanders have an identical genetic makeup, or at least improbably similar, but neither were made artificially, and so are not, technically, clones.

"Bondmate?" Grant asked, her eyes narrowing slightly, "What's that?"

"She and I and in an...romantic relationship." Liara said stiffly, shifting her weight uncomfortably.

Palmer's chief screeched dully as she stood slowly, her right hand was held open and aloft slightly, like she was readying to grab something quickly. "Is this going to be a problem?"

Liara looked at the redheaded woman's hand as though it already held the pistol she was undoubtedly preparing to seize. Liara unconsciously readied her barrier and a singularity. She took a deep breath decided to answer plainly, trying not to think about how easily these five had taken down a twenty plus man team of Shadowbroker agents.

"No." She said firmly. "But I think I can help mediate a truce between you and Shepard." She crossed her arms. "I've no desire to see you fight." _Not to mention Shepard would probably lose,_ She thought worriedly.

Palmer relaxed visibly, sitting back down with a thoughtful expression on her face. "This does change things. Having a personal connection to this Shepard person will be useful." Palmer seemed to be deliberately avoiding Liara's eyes. "How do we get in contact? Or convince her that we're telling the truth?" Palmer asked, though it seemed at least halfway a rhetorical question.

"I believe your armours should suffice," Liara said, "The technologies in it are much more advanced than our combat armours. It will at the very least give you credence to your connection to this Master Chief, and the benefit of the doubt until your story can be verified by the obelisk."

"Hmmm," Palmer pinched her chin thoughtfully.

"But with that Broker fellow looking for us, don't that make going out in armour a bad idea?" Grant asked, gesturing to the dress she wore, "Elseways I'm getting out of this thing."

"The broker is likely still looking for us," Liara affirmed, "But if we bring Shepard here,-"

"-I'm not compromising this location." Palmer cut in, "not to a possible enemy combatant."

"Then a neutral location, Hoya said, He had long since finished his meal and had busied himself with collecting and cataloging their current arsenal, all of it stolen from the Shadowbroker's team at the Obelisk. He sat on the floor away from the kitchen table in the main room, surrounded by a spread fan of weaponry. Rifles, shotguns, pistols and snipers.

"And how do you suppose we get there in armour?" Thorne asked, tugging on the cuff of his dark green coat. "I think we've run out of favors from enigmatic crime overlords."

"Getting a cargo transfer wouldn't be too difficult." Liara said. "The problem is the cost, we've run through the funds that Aria loaned us."

"So, making money then, what are our options?" Palmer asked, looking back and forth at all of Majestic's members.

"Nothing legal is coming to mind," Demarco shrugged. "We're undercover, behind enemy lines and under possible surveillance, can't exactly go and get an office job."

"Are there bounty hunters in this world?" Thorne asked. "Or rewards for turning in criminals?"

"There are bounty hunters." Liara said. "A good friend of mine was one, before he signed up with Shepard."

"We don't have time to get a job and live life here." Palmer retorted. "We need to assemble a ship capable of transferring multiple spartans in armour to a secure location without any surveillers seeing, and none of us have a capabilities to do it." Palmer ground her teeth at the last thought. "We might simply have to risk exposure to the Broker and simply take our chances."

Liara's eyes widened as she had an idea, a brilliantly twisted, almost insane idea. "None of us have the capabilities," She said slowly. "But I know who does." Her eyes turned to Palmer and her omni tool glowed around her wrist and expanded to show a revolving image of Commander Sarah Shepard.

* * *

><p>"Commander Shepard," Councilor Tevos said with a graceful nod. Her voice seemed to ring in the council chamber's high, vaulted ceilings and open space. "Tell us what you have discovered." The other three councilors each displayed their own opinions of Shepard on their sleeves. Sparatus slouched where he stood, crossing his arms and wearing a tired look while Valern studied Shepard, his large salarian eyes weighing, considering. David Anderson stood tall and straight, hands behind his back at his ease, he looked at Shepard with all the gravitas and respect that she held for him.<p>

Internally Shepard sighed, _This will not help my reputation. _"The subject, who calls himself Master Chief, claims to be from another reality." No sense in mincing words, just say it straight and plain. "He says he is part of a human Military called the UNSC and is a high level special operative. Sparatus rolled his eyes. "Preposterous," He scoffed.

"This is hardly believable," Valern agreed, "But why craft such a grandiose lie? A simpler one would be better."

"What did his crewmembers say when questioned?" Councilor Anderson asked. He sounded more curious than anything, not contemptuous of her findings.

"They corroborated his story, individually, but without going into specifics."

"That only means he told a lie more than once," Sparatus said sharply.

"It will take more than the word of one prisoner and a handful of petty criminals to hold sway here." Tevos agreed softly, she did not say it with fire or condescension. Those were simply the facts.

"Tell us more about this A.I." Valern said suddenly, leaning forward to rest his arms on his terminal. "Was it able to function uninterrupted while inside this facility?" All salarians tend to have an energetic edge to their voices, but the Salarian Councilor voice was near trembling from excitement. No doubt considering the kind of technological advances could come from the prisoner's tech

"It was unaffected by the facility," Shepard said curtly.

That caused a small stir among the four councilors. They traded low whispers and subtle gestures.

"Commander Shepard, we will deliberate on what to do, thank you for bringing this to us." Tevos dipped her head slightly and the council began to file out from behind their place, quickly disappearing into more private chambers, all of them but Anderson.

"It's good to see you Shepard," he said warmly as he approached her. "Even if you're bringing another round of impossible to our doorstep." He chuckled

"Good to see you too sir." She started to salute but Anderson waved her hand back down.

"I'm a councilor now." he said. "Not technically part of the Alliance navy any longer."

"You didn't retire from the Navy," Shepard said stubbornly, throwing her salute back up. "Sir."

Anderson laughed at that, a low laugh that seemed to stretch parts of his face that hadn't been used much recently. "I suppose you're right." He said. "God, I don't laugh as much as I used to, not much room for humor on the Council." He stretched his arms over his head and rubbed the back of his neck. "Where are you headed next?"

"Back to the Normandy then the facilities," Shepard said, she began to walk down the council chamber towards the elevator, Anderson fell in beside her.

"You're keeping the Repose's crew in separate facility," It was almost phrased as a question, but it wasn't.

Shepard nodded, "Technically they're all guilty of smuggling theft. That crate they stole belonged to a very influential asari on Illium."

"Did you figure out what it is?"

"My engineers are looking it over," Shepard shrugged, "But it isn't high on the priorities, it's owner really wants it back though."

"Think it's important?" Anderson asked, the many people that normally cluttered the path from one end of the council hall to the other all gave him a wide berth, making a usually arduous trip much easier.

"Might be," Shepard admitted, "Either way I'm not going to give it away until I know for sure. She'll just have to wait on her toys until I'm satisfied."

They came to the final platform in the chamber, a circular thing with a wide fountain in the center, spraying water up more than twenty feet. When they stopped at the door to the elevator Anderson turned to look shepard in the eye. His eyes were hard set, the eyes of a man with something important to say.

"Shepard, I don't think I need to say exactly how much the council wants this new tech." He said bluntly. "How much **We** want this tech. Think of the advances we could make, advances we could use to fight the Reapers."

"I didn't bring him in to be dissected by the council," Shepard said warningly, then sighed. "But you're not wrong. I just don't think he's really the sharing type."

"You'll find a way." Anderson said warmly. The elevator silently slipped into place behind the plate glass doors. "You always do." He nodded and she saluted before she stepped on the elevator and was whisked away down the presidium tower.

Shepard stared at the glass wall of the elevator, watching blankly as the presidium rushed closer. _You'll find a way._ _You always do. _The sincerity and warmth in his voice almost hurt to think about. Whenever she talked to Anderson she always wished that he'd been there for her like he is now when she was a girl, instead of the Tenth Street Reds. She shook her head. _Get your head out of the past,_ she admonished herself sharply. There wasn't room in her galaxy right now for sappy, sentimental children; not with Reapers from darkspace and otherworldly super soldiers on the loose. She closed her eyes and drew a sharp breath in, holding it for a moment before before letting go. She was doing a decades old trick she'd learned. As she breathed in a wave rushed up onto the beach in her mind, an image of pale, soft sand stretching endlessly into the distance. As the wave rushed up the beach it picked up the debris that littered it, all her insecurities and fears at the time, and carried it all away into the dark waters beyond. Three such breaths were all it took for Shepard's beach to be a sand stretch of nothing, the only sounds were the soft rushing of water reaching inland. When she opened her eyes they were cold and sharp, focused on only the target, her next task. That coldness shuddered, weakened for a moment as she saw a couple in the Embassy lobby as her elevator sped by. She'd only seen them for a fraction of a second, but the image of a tall, redhaired woman walking arm in arm with a slender asari was more than enough to give her pause. The elevator flashed by and the image was swept away by another wave. She couldn't be weak, there was no room for weakness in a galaxy filled with Reapers and mad A.I.

When she stepped off the elevator she was sure, her mind was hard. As she strode out to her ship people got out of her way, even an Elcor, seeing the look in her eye and deciding it was best to avoid that brand of wrath. She would succeed, no matter what; though she was beginning to think that the success she might find was not be the kind she started out looking for.


End file.
